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Foreword 

 

In his book, The Prophet, the philosopher and author Kalil Gibran has the following to say 

about friendship:  

"And let there be no purpose in friendship save the deepening of the spirit. 

For love that seeks aught but the disclosure of its own mystery is not love but a net cast forth: 

and only the unprofitable is caught. 

 My friendship with Ofer began at a meeting of Jewish and Arab school principals that 

took place in 1997 on the subject of inter-cultural mediation. At the meeting the issue of the 

Holocaust and Jewish pain arose. I tried to explain to the participants how close I feel to the 

Holocaust and how much I understand the pain of the Jewish people. One of the principals 

interrupted me, saying, "how dare you say that you understand the pain…?" I was 

dumbstruck. Then Ofer said something that touched me. He said to the principal: "Look 

what's happening here. Hiyam is trying to understand you and you are pushing her away." 

This sentence is still true for me in every respect – we distance others because we live in an 

"inner Ice Age" that covers the heart and creates isolation, alienation, pain and hatred. Since 

that meeting, Ofer has been listening to us, unconditionally, connecting with the pain, and 

trying his utmost to bring about relief in situations that are sometimes intolerable for the 

people he comes into contact with. 

 As human beings, we all have stories. When we tell them and someone listens to us, the 

story becomes meaningful and we feel stronger and better. I read the 123 stories that Ofer 

brings to the Israeli reader very closely and I identified with many of them. Ofer reminds us 

that he is talking about the universality of human pain beyond nations and ethnic groups. 

 Arab society is in the throes of developing and becoming integrated in Israeli society, 

and as such is undergoing far-reaching change from a collective patriarchal way of thinking 

to an individual feminist way of thinking. The contemporary Arab woman strives to obtain an 

academic education, to pursue a career, and to fulfill herself in various areas just as a Western 

women does. A similar process is taking place in traditional Jewish societies, and Ofer also 

writes about some of these societies. Sadly, however, each society deals with its own 

problems; there is no inter-cultural dialogue and thus also no emotional integration. This is 

the reason for the wave of violence sweeping the country, including women being murdered 

for sullying the family's honor, sexual abuse, and increasing numbers of suicide attempts. 



These expressions of violence can be seen in Arab society, among new immigrants from 

Ethiopia, as well as in other societies in the process of transition.  

 I feel that humanity has lost its way, the way of unconditional love, the way of giving, 

and the value of compassion. I really loved the stories. I hear them daily from both Arab and 

Jewish counselors. The feelings of a mother torn between her career and her home are similar 

whether she is from a traditional or a modern society. The feelings of grandparents who 

reconstruct the past with over-concern for their grandchildren are the same feelings, and 

ultimately the same utter confusion in the wake of what is happening in the Middle East and 

in the country. We all have the same feelings. All of us crave meaningful contact with those 

around us…the child craves contact with the parent…the teacher craves contact with the 

principal…and again the parent on his part craves contact with the child and with the 

teacher…but, as I said above, we are in an "emotional Ice Age", and no one has told us that 

making contact is simple and that each of us is capable of achieving it. 

 In various ways, Ofer is trying to tell us that we have to stop for a moment, clarify what 

is external, look inward and feel the pain, and live with ourselves for a moment in silence. 

Each of us was created with infinite love, and this love is within us. Will we be able to 

translate it into action? 

 I welcome this book in which Ofer brings a new soul into his listening to stories that 

come from societies that are undergoing extreme change, a change that is expressed in the 

leap from conservativeness to modernity in a dry and demanding postmodern era in which all 

of us are searching for a way to survive. 

 

Hiyam Tanus 

Counseling supervisor in the Arab sector 

Ministry of Education and Culture 



Introduction 

 

This book is the result of a joint effort by my students and myself undertaken in various 

academic institutions, including the Academic Arab College for Education in Israel – Haifa, 

Oranim College and Haifa University, where I taught courses on education and multi-cultural 

counseling from 2004-2006. All the students in the Academic Arab College are Arabs, and 

most work as teachers in various settings. My lessons were conducted as follows: a student 

presented a case to the class that he or she wished to consult on. Some of the students 

presented family difficulties – issues concerning their children, their spouse, their parents, 

and problems that had arisen in the extended family context. Others used the opportunity to 

raise difficulties that had arisen with regard to a particular pupil they were teaching, and there 

were those who raised problems concerning relationships with friends and other people. A 

class discussion developed. The students proposed solutions that generally reflect their life 

experience and their culture, while I, as a clinical psychologist, added the accepted Western 

solution to these issues. Working together in harmony in the context of an inter-cultural 

dialogue, we searched for the best solution to the presented problem. They taught me and I 

taught them, and my feeling was that each party wished the other party would talk more so 

that it could listen and learn. In many instances solutions emerged from a combination of 

modern and traditional aspects, which we would not have reached were it not for the fruitful 

dialogue. Sometimes the students wished to talk about a very personal issue that they didn't 

want to expose to the whole class. So we sat together in the bustling cafeteria and tried to 

understand the problem and find a solution for it.  

 The educational counselors met in mixed groups of Jews and Arabs and they presented, 

among others, cases from Jewish traditional society (new immigrants from Ethiopia and the 

Caucasus, religious and ultra-Orthodox society, etc.) that the counselors had encountered in 

their work in the schools. It was not difficult to observe the similarity between the different 

traditional societies, from which it follows that the real division (if a division indeed exists) is 

between modern and traditional society, and not between Jews and Arabs or on the basis of 

any other national classification. This is the reason why I also use the terms "modern" and 

"traditional" in this book, generally without indicating the cultural origin of the individual in 

question. Furthermore, traditionalism and modernism are elements that exist in various doses 

in different groups as well as in every one of us, and are likely to change in the course of our 

lives. 



 Thus, in 123 therapeutic stories that were told in several classes and in several settings, 

a tapestry is pieced together of  parents, teachers and educational counselors who presented a 

variety of difficulties and uncertainties that characterize traditional society in Israel in all its 

diversity. We made an honest and sincere attempt to create inter-cultural dialogue that would 

help us understand each other's world and become more familiar with it. 

 The cases have been divided into four major age groups: early childhood (up to age 

six), latency (seven to twelve), adolescence (thirteen to eighteen) and adulthood (from 

nineteen onward). A further division is by presenter – parents, teachers or educational 

counselors, in order to assist readers to focus on the cases that interest them. 

 

Ofer Grossbard 

 

Haifa,  

 

May 2007  
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Dialogue – 123 Therapeutic Stories from Traditional Society and Their Solution – The 

discussion is conducted as follows: a student presents a problem that has arisen in one of the 

many traditional communities in Israel (Muslim, Christian, Bedouin, Druze, new immigrants 

from Ethiopia and the Caucasus, certain religious communities, etc.). The problems are 

drawn from the student's family, from his or her work as a teacher or as an educational 

counselor, as well as from other sources. A multi-cultural dialogue develops around the 

problem in question, in which the participants suggest solutions they are familiar with from 

their culture, and the author adds the Western perspective derived from his experience as a 

clinical psychologist. Different cultures thus interact in a productive dialogue with a single 

aim – to help people in distress. 

 



EARLY CHILDHOOD (UP TO AGE SIX) 

Family members talk 

 

1. The child who can't bear to see another child holding a Bamba snack  

 

A. is a five-year-old boy, a relative, G. tells us. Whenever he plays with my three-year-old 

daughter, he snatches everything she is holding. He does this with no sense of shame, which 

is his typical behavior in front of his parents, who remain quite helpless. When they visit us, 

A. plays freely with all my daughter's games, and sometimes even in our home he grabs 

things out of her hand. But when we visit them, he doesn't let her touch anything. In 

kindergarten he's a good boy and doesn't carry on like that, but at home with his parents you 

can't stop him or say anything to him. He says to his parents that he will do what he wants to, 

and when they try to stop him he starts swearing, throws a tantrum and lashes out. He's a 

child who can't bear to see another child holding a Bamba snack without trying to take it 

away. A. is the first-born child and has an eighteen-month-old sister. He loves her very much, 

but doesn't allow anyone near her. He is very possessive toward her. 

 The father works as a cook and the mother is a nurse in a health maintenance fund and 

in an old-age home. The parents are hardly ever home, and A. is being raised by his 

grandparents who constantly spoil him and give him everything, which is also because he's 

the first born. A's parents are worried, and the father asked G. to present the case in class so 

that they can benefit from the proposed solutions. What should the parents do, G. asks? 

 I think that his parents feel guilty because they are not with him enough and because he 

spends the whole day with his grandparents, and so his parents give him everything he asks 

for, G. himself responds. The family is doing well economically, he adds. Maybe the parents 

could work less and spend more time with their child. The class agreed that the parents 

should set more limits for their child. But there were those who claimed that the parents may 

not really be capable of setting limits, and that some parents are simply unable to tell even 

their five-year-old children what to do. The question arose: Why does he behave properly in 

kindergarten? Someone said that the kindergarten teacher is not afraid of A. and sets limits 

for him, and so he behaves well there. I asked whether the parents could request the 

grandparents to set firmer limits, since he spends so much time with them. Maybe all the 

adults taking care of the child could agree on a uniform approach to looking after him. G. 

said that he didn't think the grandparents would agree to the parents telling them how to 



behave with A. They want A. to feel good about them, so they give him everything. Some 

students said that they are in a similar situation because they live close to their parents and to 

their extended family, and sometimes even live in the same apartment. 

 I explained that in cases like this the child actually has the experience of having 

multiple mothers. When, for example, his mother refuses to give him a sweet before a meal, 

the child can go and ask his grandmother or his aunt who will give him what the mother 

prohibits, since they want to win him over. In this way the child learns manipulative skills 

rather than learning to accept and internalize the idea of "no" as well as other prohibitions.  

 So what can the parents do in this situation? They have to talk seriously to the 

grandparents and explain to them that they have to set more limits for the child. They have to 

explain to the extended family why these limits are crucially important for the child's 

development. A child without limits cannot succeed in school or afterwards. Sometimes 

parents sense that even though they are adults, they have no influence over their child. This is 

a common feeling among parents but is mistaken. It arises from the parents' fear of exercising 

their authority and from the fear that setting limits for the child implies that they are not 

good-enough parents. The opposite is true, and the kindergarten teacher is proof that it is 

possible. The reason it is not being done is because of the parents' weakness as well as that of 

the extended family. If the parents' exhortations don't help, they will have to limit the amount 

of time the child spends with his grandparents. 

 I explained that a child who does not experience clear and consistent limits becomes 

consumed by anxiety. Someone asked why. I answered: "Imagine that you become inflated to 

dimensions that are not appropriate for you. Imagine that you are now a member of Knesset 

or the prime minister who has to make a speech to the nation. How do you feel?" Now it was 

clear why a person's inflation beyond his dimensions, or why a child's statement to his 

parents, "I won't ask you and I'll do what I want", arouses so much anxiety. So the child is the 

first to pay the price for the absence of protective limits in his life.  

 

2. Something in her face softened 

 

Four-year-old S. is a girl who doesn't want to speak in kindergarten. Even when the teacher 

asks her questions that she can answer, she remains silent. "What day is it today?" the teacher 

asks, and S. doesn't answer, looking embarrassed. Sometimes she approaches the teacher on 

her own initiative and shows her a drawing she has done, but when she is asked a question 



she doesn't answer. S. looks intelligent, loves to listen to stories and learn new things, but all 

without speaking. She also has difficulties relating to the other children in the kindergarten. 

She is quiet and doesn't make trouble, but sits on the sidelines while the other children are 

playing. S. says that the children in the kindergarten laugh at her and don't like her. 

 At home S. is different. Her mother says that she clings to her all the time, almost as if 

glued to her, cries about small things, is dissatisfied, and has to have everything she asks for. 

Her mother stresses how much S. annoys her. When it was suggested to the mother in the 

class that she make contact with her inner self and recall her childhood, she said that S. is 

very different from her and is similar to her husband, who was also a nagging child. She 

wants her daughter to have a strong personality like hers. S's weakness doesn't encourage the 

mother to feel close to her; on the contrary, she feels that that her daughter is controlling her 

with her weakness. 

 The possibility was raised in the class that S. is envious of her little sister, and it was 

suggested that maybe her daughter wants her to spend more time with her mother. The 

mother refused to acknowledge this possibility. Others asked the mother to say something 

positive or warm about her daughter. She was unable to do so. The class tried to encourage 

the mother to feel empathy toward her daughter, but it was clear that she is constantly critical 

of S., finds it difficult to see the world through her daughter's eyes and to be empathic toward 

her. Finally an older student with a twenty-five-year-old son described how once when he got 

very angry with his son, his mother took hold of him and told him that he was no different 

from his son, and in fact resembled him very much. The student said that this is what caused 

him to change his attitude toward his son. These words seemed to touch the mother and 

something in her face softened. I explained to the mother that S. is not communicating in the 

kindergarten because of what is happening at home. She is not sufficiently mature to make 

contact with the other children, is not ready to listen to the kindergarten teacher, and behaves 

like a younger child because of her feeling that she still needs to strengthen the relationship 

with her mother. The mother rejects her and her demands, and the daughter is fighting her in 

order to receive attention, which is making the mother very angry. The mother experiences S. 

as controlling, but S. feels precisely the opposite – she feels helpless and by crying is 

attempting to obtain her mother's attention. 

 The recommendation to the mother was to try to get closer to her daughter, to focus on 

her attractive qualities, to understand that she is a little child and that managing her life is 

difficult for her, to remember how she was at that age and also how important the contact 



with her mother was for her. We discussed the idea that S's problem needs to be approached 

through acceptance and empathy, and not through harshness, because what she is lacking is 

her mother's love. Without this feeling and without a corrective experience, it will also be 

difficult in the future for her to make friends and to develop a good relationship with 

teachers. Possibly the mother is re-experiencing with her daughter her own childhood and the 

rejection she experienced from her own mother, even though she denied this. In this respect 

we didn't manage to go deeply into the issues, the exception being the older student's story. 

We also didn't discuss the issue of envy. Possibly S. is very envious of her little sister whom 

she feels is receiving more at her expense. Therefore she behaves like a younger child of her 

sister's age. When the mother concluded the discussion she admitted that her attitude toward 

her daughter was high-handed and that she was unable to be empathic toward her. Something, 

it seems, did sink in. 

 When I sat down to write the case, I realized that I hadn't remembered the mother's 

name, something that doesn't usually happen to me. I also didn't succeed in connecting to the 

mother and was not empathic toward her. I also found it difficult to resonate to her distress 

and possibly sounded hyper-critical. After all, what she needed was from me was a generous 

amount of warmth and closeness, which she would in turn be able to convey to her daughter. 

I found it ironical that people who so need intimacy and caring are often those who reject it 

and remain needy. I decided to open the next lesson by sharing my failure with the students in 

order to help the mother to understand her failure. 

 

 

 

 

3.  If you feel guilty then you really are guilty 

 

I have three sons and a daughter, says K. My problem is with my youngest son, five-years-

old B., who is in 1
st
 grade. He always wants to be like the older ones, to wear what they wear, 

to buy what they buy, everything. In addition, he is always crying and nagging. For example, 

if G., aged fourteen, is working on the computer, then B. also wants the computer precisely at 

that moment. G. doesn't want to stop and  B. then starts to cry and turns to me. However, I'm 

preparing lessons at the time. And this is how the discussion goes: 

B: Mom, tell my brother that I want to play on the computer. 



Mother: Ask dad, I'm preparing lessons now. 

B: Dad's not at home. He's gone down to granny. Mom, you tell him. 

Mother: G., let your brother use the computer. 

G: I can't. I'm downloading work from the Internet. 

Mother: Your brother is working. When he's finished, he'll let you play. 

B: (Starts crying in rage) Mom, tell him. Why do you let him play on the computer and not 

me? Why do you let him go out at night (goes to friends) and me you tell to prepare 

homework and stay at home?! Only they get to do things…Only they go out. 

Mother: Enough, I want to finish my work. If you keep quiet I'll give you some candy. 

B: (Keeps quiet for fifteen minutes and then again asks for the computer. He looks at me 

intently and I feel he is angry with me that I am working and not paying attention to him.) 

You're still writing?!. Is writing more important than me? When will you finish? When will 

you fix things for me?! 

 As a mother I am most confused. On the one hand he's right and he deserves a mother 

who will always pay attention to him and relate to his problems. On the other hand, I feel 

rage and anger and I am torn inside. Because I can't keep him quiet and stop the nagging, I 

tell the bigger ones to give in to him because he's the youngest and doesn't understand. So I 

surrender and he wins, and in the end he usually gets what he wants. I feel guilty that I go out 

to study and leave him. He needs me because he's only in 1
st
 grade. Afterwards I try to 

compensate him with other things, but it doesn't help. I have a problem. 

 About a year ago for three full months he refused to start kindergarten because he said 

it was like school and he didn't want to go to a school that made all kinds of demands on him. 

Now, in 1
st
 grade he has difficulties acquiring the language. When he sits down to read I sit 

next to him and see how difficult it is for him, and I begin to cry. He has friends in his class 

who like him very much, but he has no motivation to learn, and at home he continues to get 

his way with everything. It wasn't like this with the other children. K. says that her husband 

gets home late in the evening, but in principle they both have the same problem with B. 

 Some students said that if K. feels guilty then she probably is guilty and should listen to 

him and give him more of herself, sit with him more, because he really doesn't have a mother. 

Others suggested methods of diverting B's attention. Others even felt he has a learning 

disability and should be sent for assessment. 

 My impression was that the mother's major problem, which arises from her over-

identification with her son, is setting clear limits for him. When he experiences difficulties 



reading, instead of encouraging him and believing in his ability to manage, she cries because 

of her identification with his difficulty. She can't say "no" to him about anything without 

feeling massive guilt. B. has not learned to restrain himself, to tolerate frustration and to deal 

with  difficulty – essential conditions for success in learning. A good mother knows how to 

say "no" and to set limits that protect the child. In this way the child calms down, becomes 

less disruptive and learns what is possible and appropriate and what is not. B. does not accept 

his actual age and wants to be like his older siblings, but is not managing with the 

developmental tasks of children his age, such as starting kindergarten, leaning and reading. In 

theory he is trying to behave like an older child, but in practice he feels younger than his age 

and incapable of undertaking the tasks expected from a child of his age. It is legitimate for the 

mother to study and develop professionally, and in the long run it will certainly benefit B. 

that his mother feels satisfied  and fulfilled in her work. The root of K's problem is her guilt 

feelings, and she needs to work on them in order to be a better mother. Finally K. said that 

she now understands that the problem is in her and not in her son.  

 In traditional society the youngest child is frequently given almost anything, a practice 

that ultimately harms him because he doesn't learn to tolerate frustration. This attitude also 

harms the other siblings who learn to give in to him needlessly. All this is connected to the 

parents' deep identification with the youngest child as being smaller and weaker, and they  

are not able to maintain an appropriate distance from him or to set the clear limits that are 

essential for his proper development.  

  

4. He drives me crazy 

 

Today R. told the class about something that really depresses her. We put everything into 

raising our first-born son, she says, and the results are amazing. He is a bright, exceptional 

child and we are really proud of him. Three years later our second child, H., was born. We 

raised him the same way until he was three years old and began attending kindergarten. At 

the beginning he too was highly complimented for being a bright child who participates in all 

the activities and helps his classmates. 

 A few months later he began asking if he had to go to kindergarten the next day. When 

we said yes he began to cry and said that he didn't want to go. We tried to understand why. 

All he said was that he didn't like kindergarten and wanted to stay at home with his two-year-

old sister. Recently he has been crying every morning and says repeatedly that he doesn't 



want to go to kindergarten. We tell him all the wonderful things he can do at kindergarten and 

how many good friends he has there, and we explain that we have to go to work and there is 

nowhere for him to stay. He answers that he will stay with his sister and her caregiver. We 

end up by picking him up and taking him to kindergarten. When he gets there he sits and 

cries for a long time and doesn't cooperate. A few times we have asked him if something had 

happened there or if someone had behaved badly toward him. He said no, but still doesn't 

want to go. We spoke to the teacher and her assistant and they both said nothing unusual had 

happened. My impression is that they treat him very well and often pamper him. Every 

evening his father and I sit and talk to him and he promises he will go willingly to 

kindergarten the next day, but in the morning he is a different child. Refuses to enter the 

kindergarten, cries, and sometimes runs away. H. has simply become a different child. 

 In class the students questioned R. and tried to ascertain whether possibly something 

had indeed happened. How does he get on with the children in the neighborhood? How does 

he get on with other members of the family? R. says that nothing has changed, except that 

recently he really clings to her. He follows her everywhere and doesn't leave her side. 

Sometimes she just can't take it any more, and then she really shouts at him, tells him to leave 

her alone, that he's driving her crazy and that she can't stand him. In truth, I was shocked by 

the intensity of her rejection of her son. I tried for a moment to put myself in the position of  

little H. who was presented with a sister when he was only a year old and had barely 

managed to experience personal contact. How natural it would be to envy her for remaining 

at home and being looked after by the caregiver, while he is already required to be big. All he 

wants is to be little, like his sister, and to receive attention. But when he runs after his mother 

and wants contact with her, she pushes him aside and has no time for him. Every day when he 

comes home, R. adds, I ask him what he learned in class and what he did during the day, and 

I correct his mistakes. 

 But I hear the mother interrogating her son and furthermore talking – with a slip of the 

tongue – about the kindergarten as if it were a school classroom. Again H. feels he is being 

treated as a big boy but he does not yet feel big and still wants and needs his mother's 

closeness. 

 I was struck by how difficult it is for R. to detach herself from the position of an 

ambitious mother who also wants her second son to excel and follow in his brother's  

footsteps, and how problematic it is for her to see the world through her second son's eyes. 

But when I suggested this possibility to her, I felt that she was able to respond very easily. I 



recommended her to introduce "our time" with him – fifteen minutes every day just for them, 

quality time that H. can look forward to, knowing that his mother will be with him and him 

alone. I also suggested that she should stop interrogating him when he comes home from 

kindergarten, and rather convey the message that he should enjoy himself there. Specifically, 

I suggested that she should be warmer and more supportive, and if she feels he is clinging to 

her, she should tell him that she will soon find time to be with him. A statement of this kind 

conveys to the child that his needs are being understood. 

 A few weeks later R. said that the change in H had been dramatic. As soon as she 

started being warm to him, reacting to him with enthusiasm and ceasing to interrogate him, 

he calmed down and became less clinging. His envy of his sister decreased and his 

willingness to go to kindergarten returned. R thanked the group and added that now she 

hoped he would return to being the conscientious and bright child he used to be. Repeatedly I 

see how difficult it is for my students to understand the children's viewpoint – to appreciate 

how they see the world and what they feel. But when they are offered this option, they are 

able relatively easily to identify with the child and understand him. 

 

 

5. Faulty speech 

 

E. talks about G., her four-and-half-year-old son. He pronounces words properly and 

expresses himself well, especially when talking with adults. The problem is that he spends 

much of his time with his three-and-a-half-year-old cousin who lives in the same building. 

The cousin has a speech impediment, pronounces many words incorrectly and G. imitates 

him. He comes home and continues to speak like his cousin even though he is clearly aware 

that he is not speaking correctly, and he even seems to enjoy it. In the beginning I got angry 

with him for speaking like this but it didn't help; in fact, it made things worse because then he 

started making even more mistakes. I suggested to him that he should be his cousin's teacher 

and correct him because he is older and knows more. In the beginning he liked the idea of 

being a teacher, but soon lost interest in the role and resumed talking like his cousin. I tried to 

give him positive reinforcement each time he spoke correctly, but this also didn't help. This is 

very important for me, says E., which is why I'm sharing it with the class in the hope that you 

will help me. 

Student A: Does he have other friends besides his cousin? 



E: Yes, he does, but spends most of the time with his cousin. 

Student B: How do you know that he can speak properly? 

E: You can see that sometimes he speaks badly as a joke or to annoy me. For example, he 

speaks properly with my parents and also in class. But at home, after he has been playing 

with the cousin, he speaks like him. 

Student C: Which of the two is the stronger and more responsible? 

E: My son thinks that he is responsible for his cousin and he protects him and translates what 

he says when people don't understand what his cousin is saying. G. says that he speaks this 

way because this how they understand each other, and also because he feels sorry for him. 

Student D: Why does the cousin not imitate G.? 

E: The cousin can't imitate him because he has a speech problem. 

Student E: How well does your son talk? 

E: Really well. I read him stories at night and he knows how to pronounce the difficult words. 

Student F: Why does your son feel sorry for his cousin? 

E: Because he thinks that no one understands him. 

Student G: Do they sit together in kindergarten? 

E: They did sit together but I asked the kindergarten teacher to separate them. The problem is 

that the cousin doesn't have any friends and wants to play with G. all the time. 

Student H: How do they behave when they are playing? 

E: Normally. No special problems. 

Student I: Do you criticize him a lot? 

E: Yes, I criticize him a lot about many things and tell him how they should be done. 

Student J: When does he usually talk in the way you describe? 

E: When I want him to stop playing and come upstairs, or when I want him to come and eat, 

or when I send him to sleep without a story. 

Student K: If he sees that you are getting angry, he will exploit it more and more.  

Student L: Maybe you should speak to the cousin's mother and ask her to find him friends. 

Student M: Is the cousin getting treatment? 

E: Yes, he has a speech therapist. 

 In traditional society extended families frequently live together. Cousins grow up 

together and identify with each other. G. indeed seems to identify strongly with his cousin 

and to feel sorry for him, both because of his speech impediment and because he is also more 

socially isolated. When he speaks like him, his cousin is no longer alone. However, this 



brings E's ambitious streak to the fore. She becomes critical of her son and gets angry with 

him. Her comments or her demands then begin to annoy him and he uses the faulty speech as 

a weapon against her. 

 E's responses reveal a power struggle between her and G., and I therefore suggested 

that she let G. speak as he wishes. He knows how to speak properly and there is no reason for 

concern. When he wants to, he will speak correctly as he does in kindergarten and with his 

grandparents. As the struggle with the mother subsides it can reasonably be assumed that his 

speech will improve. In any event, I stressed, there is no need for concern or for any special 

intervention. E thanked us and said she felt most relieved because now she understands that 

her son does not have a serious speech problem. E. decided to accept the suggestion and not 

be so critical of her son. 

 

 

6. Smokes a hookah from age three 

 

M., the mother of T., went to Z., the mother of C., and told her that her son, C., had stolen ten 

shekels from T. Z. approached T. directly in order to clarify the matter. T. told her that it was 

not C. who had stolen the money from him, but rather it was C's cousin, S., who stole ten 

shekels from him. When Z. went back to M. and asked her why she had accused her son, M. 

replied that it was Z's sister-in-law, S's mother, who told her that C. had stolen money from T. 

Z. told M. that she knows her son and that he doesn't do things like that, and added that she 

should have asked her own son before bringing accusations against C., and added that she 

knows her sister-in-law is a liar. Afterwards C. told his mother what had happened. The three 

of them, T., S. and himself, were playing together when ten shekels fell out of T's pocket. S. 

told C. to take the money but C. refused. So S. took the money and ran off. C's mother 

believed him and asked him, as much as possible, to keep away from S., his cousin. Because 

they live in the same building they can't cut themselves off completely from each other. She 

added that she told her son that if S. were a good friend to him, then S. wouldn't blame him 

for every bad thing that he himself had done. And then C. embraced his mother and told her 

that once, and only once, he had stolen chewing gum from a shop because S. had told him to 

do so, but now he is telling his mother about it and promises never to do it again.  

 C's mother tells the class that S. often steals from children and accuses her son, and she 

doesn't know what to do about it. 



Student A: What is the relationship between your family and your sister-in-law's family? 

The mother: There is tension between the families because the two brothers don't get along. 

S's father blames his wife for not being like me, for not investing sufficient energy and care 

in the children. S's parents let their children smoke a hookah from age three. They also wear 

those hats that robbers wear; they're bad children who roam around the streets, and their 

parents let them do what they want.  

Student B: Try not to turn S. into a bad child. Invite him over, talk to him nicely, and then he 

will see that you are better than his mother. 

Student C: Does your son want to get closer to S.? 

The mother: Yes, he's drawn to him because he sees him as a leader. And he is also envious 

of the freedom he has. 

Student D: Did you try to talk to C. and ask him not to play with S., or talk to your sister-in-

law? 

The mother: I've already said that they are cousins living in the same building, and there is no 

way that my son won't play with him. I've told him that I'll allow them to play only when I'm 

in the vicinity, otherwise he'll be punished. There is no chance of talking to my sister-in-law. 

This is a conflict that's been going on for years. 

Lecturer: First, allow me to express my opinion that it's not so terrible that children steal and 

lie, and you don't have to take it too seriously. Children tend to do this frequently. Of course, 

this doesn’t mean that we have to accept this kind of behavior. I often meet parents who 

forget that they were once also children who stole and lied to their parents, and they tend to 

relate to their child as if he were an adult who steals and lies. But more important than this, 

the trend of the suggestions that were raised here was to try to shape S's environment for him 

– "try not to turn S. into a bad child…", "don't allow your son to play with S.", "talk to the 

sister-in-law" etc. These are suggestions that are generally characteristic of a traditional-

collectivist society, one which tries to shape the child's environment in a way that will make 

it easier for him. Individualistic-Western society would be inclined to talk to C. in a way that 

would give him tools for dealing with similar problems in the future. C. has to get to know 

his cousin S. and his shortcomings, understand why he is drawn to him, and how he would 

like to handle the situation. In the coming years C. will meet many children who are similar 

to S., and he needs to know how to deal with them. 

The mother: This is exactly what C's uncle told me. 



Lecturer: Again I've discovered that one needs to be careful of generalizations, even though 

they are usually correct. 

The mother: I really want to devote more to my child and explain to him how to behave, so 

that he won't need my supervision the whole time and will be able to deal with his cousin on 

his own.  

Lecturer: The truth is that the two approaches are not in competition with each other, but 

rather complement each other nicely. You should work both with the child and his 

environment, depending on the circumstances. With regard to working on C's environment, I 

accept the approach that you should try not to turn S. into a bad child, not so that he will see 

that you are better than his mother, but because he is still a small child and it's always better 

to adopt an understanding rather than a judgmental position. It is important for the empathic 

position to be genuine and not manipulative. I also don't know how practical it is to allow 

them to play only when you are in the vicinity, seeing that they live in the same building. I 

would prefer you to adopt a position that transfers the control and the power to C. I liked the 

fact that he told you he had stolen once with S's encouragement. He deserves a compliment 

for this. I also liked how well you know your son. You sense that he admires S. and envies 

his freedom. Do you think you could talk to him about these issues? Can you help him to 

understand more deeply that maybe he is attracted, like many others, to those who are 

allowed to do everything they want and who are not afraid of anything? If C. understands 

better what draws him to S., he will also have in his hands the key to deal with this attraction.  

The mother: I feel that C. shares many things with me, and I think I can talk to him more 

deeply about his relationship with S. It will be like an immunization against anything that 

arises. I don't really like the idea of trying to get closer to S. I would prefer to get closer to C. 

Thanks to everyone for the help! 

 

 



7.  Talking is believing 

 

Today N. told the class about L., her five-year-old firstborn son. He's a bright child who 

wants her and her husband to buy him a dangerous toy gun and they have flatly refused. The 

following is the conversation between N. and L. 

L: Mom, I want to buy a cap gun. 

N: No, I don't want to buy you a cap gun. 

L: But all my friends have one, and I want to buy it with my own money. 

N: Buy something else with your money. We don't care what others do. 

L: But I want to buy a cap gun. 

N: I told you no and that's final. 

L: But Mom, why not?! You see, you don't love me! 

N: A cap gun is very dangerous. 

L: Mom, I know how to play with the gun really well. 

N: L., you're still young, you don't know how to aim the gun and it could hurt other children, 

me, dad, or your sister. It's very dangerous, honey. 

L: I just want to buy the gun and not hurt others. I love everyone, not like you and dad who 

don't love me. (He starts to cry. His mother tries to embrace him but he refuses.) 

 N. told the class how her son L. keeps repeating "you don't love me!", and she is afraid 

that from telling her all the time that he doesn't love her, he will start to believe it. I asked the 

students if they also thought that by repeatedly speaking about something, a child could come 

to believe it. I found that many share N's view and therefore, in their opinion the child should 

not be allowed to say things like that. I was surprised and felt they were saying that L. has no 

sense of internal truth that he can draw on and that he cannot rely on his relationship with his 

mother. The implication here is that the use of certain words could change his feeling toward 

her. I told them that N's panic about her son's words conveys to him the message that his 

sense of internal truth is unreliable, and that his words have magical power to change his real 

feelings. I added that this, in my opinion, is one of the fundamental differences between 

individually-oriented Western society and collective-traditional society. In the former, people 

believe that the truth lies within, inside the individual, while in traditional society they 

believe that the truth is outside, in the words themselves. 

 Most of the students felt that N should buy her son the gun in order to put an end to the 

whole business. They also didn't think that this gun was so dangerous. I looked at N, at her 



drawn facial features. I recalled her behavior throughout the year and her reactions to the 

other students, and it seemed to me that she could easily adopt a hard line with her son. Thus, 

while I am not familiar with cap guns, I was moved by what my students said. Even in the 

discussion with her son that she presented to us, L. doesn't start with an explanation, but 

rather with the prohibition "no". Only afterwards, when the child insists, does she provide an 

explanation. Someone suggested that she give him other things that he likes. Someone else 

said that L. is simply exploiting his mother's love and her feelings, and that he tells her that 

he doesn't love her in order to blackmail her into getting him the gun. Someone else said: you 

have to persuade him "rationally and objectively" that the gun is dangerous. I asked how one 

can persuade someone properly and objectively, since the very act of persuasion entails 

coercion. "You have to explain to him" I added, while remaining aware of my students' 

frequent use of the word "persuade" and various other manipulations. 

 N. added that L. has a two-year-old sister and that he often says that they love his sister 

more than they love him. N. then revealed that she is five months pregnant and that L. asks if 

it's a boy or a girl and shows interest in the pregnancy. However, the statement "you don't 

love me" appeared before the pregnancy and after his sister was born. Furthermore, N. told us 

how L., as the firstborn, is concerned about everyone. He is concerned that his mother's 

school teaching might be too difficult for her, that his grandmother is alone and might need 

money, and that his uncle doesn't have a car. When N. metes out punishments to him that are 

quite severe for a five-year-old – that he can't buy sweets or visit friends the whole afternoon 

because he didn't tidy his room, he is able to admit that he was wrong, and it is clear to her 

that he feels guilty. Unlike his friends, the mother says, he doesn’t get angry when he is 

punished, but accepts it. 

 I explained to the class that five-year-old L. is much too concerned about everyone. He 

behaves like an older child and assumes too much responsibility for his age. He feels he has 

to love and worry about everyone, and it's not surprising that he feels that others are not 

concerned about or love him to the same extent. As he said in the discussion with his mother, 

"I love everyone, not like you and dad who don't love me". I suggested that N. talk to him 

about the pregnancy and about his envy of his sister, which is perfectly natural and normal. 

Most important however is for her to tell him that he is only five years old, and even though 

he is the firstborn, he doesn't have to take upon himself adult worries and responsibilities for 

the rest of the family. L. needs to go back to being a five-year-old child, and it will then be 

easier for him to accept his parents' authority without feeling they don't love him. I expressed 



my opinion that the punishments L. metes out to her son are too severe for his age, and that 

he complies by not showing anger about the punishment, but rather by accepting it. She needs 

to react to him and to not punish him. Reacting aims to foster growth, and it is thus more 

moderate and allows the child to initiate change. Punishment, on the other hand, is liable to 

include an element of intimidation and revenge. An example of a suitable change-facilitating 

reaction would be: "If you tidy up your room you can go out and play with your friends." 

 N. added how similar she is to her son. She too is constantly concerned about the whole 

extended family, with the result that relationships in the family are good. Now, however, she 

says she understands that she and her son are not the same age and that she has to be more 

gentle toward him and not demand so much responsibility, even though he is her firstborn.  

 

 

8.  Maybe do a swap 

 

Today was S's turn. She has been waiting a long time to present her case, which is very 

frustrating for her, but the line is long because many students wish to share their stories. 

Usually we manage to deal with one, two, or at the most three cases in a (hour-and-a-half) 

lesson. Sometimes one student yields to another who says his case is urgent, and it seems to 

me that S has already relinquished her position in line quite a few times. 

 She tells the class: My daughter E. is six years old. She has two older brothers, eight 

and nine years old, and two months ago I gave birth to another son, H. Since his birth, E. has 

become domineering and jealous. She hits her older brothers, smothers the baby with love, 

doesn't let anyone else touch him, and displays many signs of restlessness and irritability. E. 

says we love the baby more than we love her, and that she was waiting for a girl so that she 

would have a sister, and instead we got a boy. When father returns home in the evening he 

relates mainly to the baby, and I don't know what to do about E's jealousy. 

Student A: How does the extended family (grandparents, aunts and uncles etc.) treat the baby 

and E? 

S: H. is the only baby in the extended family at present and everyone dotes on him, which 

only makes the situation worse.  

Student B: How does E. manage in school? 

S: She's a good pupil, but because her brothers need a lot of help with their schoolwork, she 

gets less attention than them.  



Student C: I think that jealousy is something natural, and the fact that E. can openly admit she 

is jealous is an indication, I think, that she has a good relationship with her parents. 

Lecturer: I very much agree. 

Student D: You should talk to the extended family and ask them to give E. more attention. 

Student E: I can understand E. I too was the only girl among boys, and I always wanted a 

sister. It's not like in Western society where brothers and sisters can be friends. With us 

separation between sexes is the norm, so E. remains alone.  

Student F: You can tell E. that it's God's will that she doesn't have a sister, and that there are 

other families in this situation. 

Student G: Maybe do a swap with a family that has only girls and wants a boy (laughter in 

the class). 

S: I encourage E. to help take care of the baby and I give her responsibility, even though I'm a 

bit hesitant. Am I doing the right thing? 

Lecturer: I think you're definitely doing the right thing. In this way E. feels big and 

responsible like a mother and this helps her overcome her jealousy. The principle here is that 

you can't argue with feelings. You can't say to a child that what he feels is incorrect, because 

this is what he feels. Our role as parents is first of all to help him recognize his feelings, and 

only afterwards to try and overcome them. In E's case, if she feels that her mother is with her 

and is deeply connected to her and loves her wholeheartedly, and that her status has not been 

jeopardized, despite the birth of a son who gets all the attention – an upsetting and 

complicated situation for the little girl – her behavior is likely to improve. For this reason, it's 

important for you to be attentive to her needs as well. One way of doing this is to set aside a 

certain amount of time each day, say fifteen minutes or half an hour that will be your and E's 

special time. During this time you can do whatever you want – play or talk, the time is yours. 

In this way E. will feel that even though she has a new brother, she hasn't lost her mother. I 

also liked your suggestion of involving her in taking care of the baby. Other good ideas were 

raised here: to speak to the extended family and ask them to give E. more attention; to praise 

her achievements in school so that she won't have to copy her older brothers in order to get 

attention; and, of course, as was suggested, to tell her you understand that she would very 

much like to have a sister who could be a close friend and companion for her. You should 

also involve your husband and tell him about E's difficulties and the solutions that have been 

suggested. It's usually a good idea for both parents to be involved. Two heads are better than 

one. One last word: telling her that it's God's will that she doesn't have a sister is in some way 



not coping with the problem. Possibly E. is angry and disappointed, and in an honest 

discussion these feelings will emerge. For example, maybe she thinks that her parents prefer 

boys and that they determined the sex of the child without taking her preference into account. 

You can explain to her that the parents don't determine the sex of the newborn. It's hard to 

know what's going on in her head and you should initiate an open discussion on the subject. 

But to rely on God in this and in other instances could become a substitute for genuinely 

clarifying what people are feeling.  

S: Thank you. Thanks to all of you for your help. 

 

 

9. Tell her that her little brother bought it for her 

 

H. told us about Y., her three-year-old daughter, with whom she is experiencing many 

difficulties. These began about six months ago when Y's brother was born, at the same time 

that two other male first cousins were born into the extended family. Prior to this Y. was the 

only child, the pampered one in the extended family. Everyone loved her and showered her 

with gifts. H. decided to begin Y's toilet training when she was two years old, before the baby 

was born – "so that I'll have less things to bother about" she thought. However, Y. has 

reverted to wetting herself and urinates wherever she wishes. H. thinks she is doing it on 

purpose because Y. knows how to control herself when she is at kindergarten and goes to the 

toilet there without problems. When she wants something, says H, Y. becomes insistent and 

cries bitterly, and doesn't let her and her husband finish their sentences. For example, if she 

wants something to drink, she cries. She is always angry with me and acts violently toward 

her brother and her two newborn cousins. I and my husband are doing all we can to ensure 

that Y. will be happy and satisfied. We don't mention the baby when she's around, but it 

doesn't help. She has made me think that I am not a good mother, and I have become anxious. 

I've already hit her a few times. As of now, we have no idea how to handle her. 

Student A: Do the "opposite". Keep her out of the home and send her to her grandmother as 

punishment. 

Student B: I think you actually have to be nicer to her and that will solve the problems. 

Student C: It takes time. I too had difficulties with my children. You simply have to be 

patient and calm.  



Student D: Involve Y. in taking care of the baby. In this way she will feel grown-up and 

responsible and will be less jealous. 

Student E: Give her things that she likes and tell her that her small brother bought them for 

her. Then she will not be jealous of him. 

Student F: Tell the people in the extended family to pay attention to her as well, and not only 

to the newly born boys. 

Lecturer: The answer is to set limits where they are needed, and also to provide warmth and 

love when they are required. First, you can explain to her that she is not a bad girl, but simply 

that it's difficult for her and that it's perfectly all right to feel jealous when a new baby arrives, 

and that you will help her get through this difficult period. You could also devote some time 

to her each day. Call it "our time", as we have previously suggested, which you will spend 

with her and only with her, and this will help her overcome the jealousy. She was the queen 

and things have changed, and it's not easy for a three-year-old to relinquish the throne. Of 

course, what has been said about the need for tolerance and the need to involve her in taking 

care of the baby, as well as the importance of asking the aunts and uncles and the 

grandparents to give her attention as well, are all good suggestions. At the same time, you 

don't have to give in to her, and if you feel she is overwhelming you or that you are no longer 

a good-enough mother, then something is going wrong. There is no reason for you to be 

anxious about mentioning her brother in her presence, or to be afraid of her, or to allow her to 

behave violently, and there is also no reason for you to feel guilty because she has a new 

brother. It seems that sometimes you behave in an upside-down manner. You give in to her 

when you shouldn't, and you hit her when there is no need, on account of the pressure you are 

under. In general, by using beatings we control the child through fear, and this is not a good 

recipe for proper development. I also recommend making less use of manipulation, and more 

use of the truth. For example, there is no need to begin toilet training at age two, which is far 

too early, just because you think it will be easier for you when the new baby is born. You 

can't speed up the pace of growth and development. Everyone needs to proceed at his or her 

own pace and time, and as you see Y. has not really internalized  toilet training. When her 

brother was born and she experienced stress, she underwent regression (a retreat) and began 

wetting herself again. The two of you are involved in a power struggle. Y. doesn't wet herself 

at kindergarten, only at home. That is to say, she can control herself when she wants to. But I 

certainly wouldn't do "the opposite" and send her to her grandmother as punishment, because 

this is another manipulation that will make the situation worse. I also wouldn't recommend 



being constantly nice to her, and I wouldn't tell her, as was suggested, that her brother has 

bought her presents. In raising children there are no short cuts. It's important for Y. to be 

genuinely able to express her frustration in words and not in actions, like crying, wetting 

herself or violence. When we are able to express a difficulty verbally, there is often no longer 

a need for actions. It's important for you to be empathic toward her, meaning that you show 

her that you understand her difficulty but do not agree with her actions. 

 In general, society's demand from the child to control his body orifices and his 

excretions is neither simple nor obvious. The child needs to undergo the process gradually 

and with empathy on the part of the parents. They should accept his repeated failures with 

confidence that they are helping him to complete the process successfully, as well as to 

experience the feeling of mastery and success that are vital for coping with other tasks in the 

future.  

H: In truth, I'm a bit confused. Many things were said here and I feel that I need time to 

digest them. 

Lecturer: I think you're right. Keep us informed about developments. 

 

 

 

10.  He's my man 

 

Today P. told us about the difficulties she is having with her three-year-old son S. around 

toilet training. S. is the youngest child and has two sisters aged seven and eight. I nursed him 

until age two-and-a-half, she said, because I didn't want to disappoint him and I also can't 

bear to see him angry. When I try to take him to the toilet he yells at me to leave him alone, 

so I leave him alone. When I talk to him about this he says: "I don't want to", but sometimes 

he agrees. And when I promise him a present if he goes to the toilet, he says, "I don't want a 

present". His father also gives him everything he wants because he is a boy, and says it's not 

so terrible and that with a bit of patience everything will work out in the end.  

 We live in the same building as the grandparents. They say to him: "You're a man, go 

to the toilet and stop walking around with a diaper." S. doesn't like to hear these things and 

says to me: "Mom, I'm little S., I'm not a big man." The whole family is pressuring me and is 

asking: "Why hasn't he stopped using a diaper? He's old enough already to understand." I 

answer that I don't want to put pressure on him because I understand him. 



Student A: At what age did you start toilet training him? 

P: At a year and four months. 

Student A: And at what age did you start toilet training the girls? 

P: One at a year and a half and the other at a year and ten months. 

Lecturer: These are rather young ages for toilet training, especially for S. What was the rush? 

P: He's a boy so I wanted him to start earlier. But with the girls I didn't have the problem that 

I have with him. 

Student B: Is he a clean child?  

P: Yes, he's aware of what he is doing. He goes off to the side, does what he has to in his 

trousers, and then asks me to clean him right away. 

Student C: What do you do when he is soiling himself in his diaper? 

P: I ignore it, because if I interfere he gets angry. 

Student D: Maybe he's scared of the toilet? 

P: No, he's not scared. Sometimes he sits on the toilet without doing anything. 

Student E: Is he an independent child? 

P: Yes, very. He started eating by himself at a young age, and can also do many things on his 

own. But only the things he wants. 

Lecturer: It's clear to me that you are afraid of getting into a confrontation with S. and of 

setting limits for him. You didn't have this problem with the girls, but S. is your only son and 

so you behave differently with him. Sometimes it really seems that you're both the same age 

and that you accept his authority or are afraid of undermining his masculinity.  

P: (With an embarrassed smile) Yes, it's like he's my man, so how can I tell him what to do. 

Lecturer: But that's exactly the problem, because S. needs you to be an authoritative, strong 

mother, and not someone whom he can order around. That is why you also nursed him for so 

long. You and your husband don't need to be afraid of his anger. You need to tell him clearly 

what you expect from him and what he has to do, and of course there is no need to insult him 

as his grandparents are doing. You should explain this to them. S's present will be that his 

mother is satisfied with him. This is a genuine present. 

P: But he doesn't want to go through toilet training. 

Lecturer: I hear how difficult it is for you to think that you might know what's best for him, 

seeing that he's a boy. S. seems to me to be paying a very high price for being a boy. And if 

this pattern continues, he will pay an even higher price in the future. 

P: I understand that my husband and I have the same problem. 



Lecturer: Yes. You also emphasized the fact that S. sometimes agrees to stop soiling himself. 

That's very nice of him! But every child goes through toilet training without the parents 

asking him if he agrees to be educated. Clearly it is very difficult for you to exercise your 

authority, and you certainly don't have to ask the child's permission to do so. Apart from this, 

giving the child everything he wants, as you described, is not a good recipe for growing up. 

Tempting him with presents is also not recommended. He has to go through toilet training 

because that's what his parents expect of him, and satisfied parents who compliment their 

child are better compensation than any concrete present. With regard to the pressure from the 

extended family, I come from a culture in which the child's parents are the authority figures, 

and the extended family has less influence. This time, however, it does seem that the 

extended family has grasped correctly that the difficulty is in you and not in S. You 

responded that you don't want to pressure him because you understand him. But my 

impression is that you are scared of him more than you understand him. I'm sorry if I sound a 

bit authoritarian, but I feel that I have to talk to you in this way to enable you to be 

authoritative toward S. 

P: (Nods) Yes, thank you. 

 

 

11.  I wouldn't ask my husband's advice on such matters 

 

N. told us today about her sister, who lives with her family in her husband's parents' house. 

She has a year-old daughter, R., and a newborn son. The question arose of whether to send 

the girl to a playgroup, or to keep her at home as long as the mother was on maternity leave. 

Her husband's parents think that she should send the girl to a playgroup. The mother's sisters, 

including N., feel that she should remain with the mother until the end of the maternity leave. 

The following is the discussion that took place among the women in N's family: 

Sister A: Hi. What's up? Do you have anything to tell me? 

Mother: Er…Yes. Today was R's first day at playschool. 

Sister A: Why so secretive?. How come that my eldest niece begins playgroup and I'm not 

told about it?! 

The mother's mother: I also didn't know about it, but this time I won't interfere. 

Sister B: So sister, how did it happen? Why didn't you consult with us? Hey, I'm really not 

pleased. 



Sister C: I actually visited R. at the playgroup. I'm not happy with the place or with the 

woman in charge. I want something special for her, something better. Don't listen to your 

husband's mother. 

Sister D: I prefer that your daughter stay with you. A mother is the best babysitter, at least 

while you're on maternity leave. You'll be close to her the whole time. 

Mother: My God, all of you are bugging me on the one hand, and my husband's family is 

bugging me on the other. I'm caught in the middle.  

The mother's mother: You see, this time I didn't interfere, but your sisters are correct. 

Mother: Okay. My husband and I will think it over. 

 

N. says that in the end the mother followed her sisters' advice. 

Student A: I would first listen to what my mother has to say. On such matters I wouldn't trust 

myself. 

Lecturer: Who agrees with Student A? 

Most of the students raise their hands. 

Lecturer: So what do you all think? 

N: It's true that my sister consulted with everyone except herself, but in the end she said that 

what I and my sisters suggested to her was more appropriate. 

Lecturer: But what should one do first? Think it over by yourself and then make up your 

mind, or ask others? 

Student B: The moment you ask someone else's advice you are obligated to follow it and 

can't do what you want. 

Student C: If you ask everyone for advice and you receive  contradictory opinions, you could 

end up being confused. 

Student D: What about the husband? 

Student E: I wouldn't ask his advice on such matters. 

Lecturer: Who would ask her husband's advice on this matter? 

 A few students raised their hands. 

Student F: When you live with the extended family and are dependent on them, you have to 

ask the advice of people in the family. 

Student G: We're simply afraid of thinking and deciding alone. 

Student H: I like asking others for advice. 

Student I: I hate it. 



Student J: But our parents have experience, and therefore we should ask them. (Turns to the 

lecturer) What would you do if you were the mother? 

Lecturer: First, I want to stress that we are discussing ways of dealing with issues in 

traditional society, and these ways are different from the way they are handled in modern 

society. Rather than trying to answer the question of what the mother should do, we should 

try to understand the different approaches, because there really is no clear-cut answer to the 

question of whether R. should be sent to a playgroup or not. It depends on many things, and 

this is not really the issue at the moment. The issue we are dealing with is more basic, 

namely: how do we make decisions? You asked how I would react. If I were the mother I 

would consult mainly with myself, and probably with my husband. But don't forget that I 

come from individually-oriented Western society in which a person is expected primarily to 

rely on himself and to take responsibility by himself and for himself. In the society in which I 

live, a child who stays at home is taken care of by the mother or a caregiver, whereas in 

traditional-collective society, the child remains at home with the extended family. This is a 

different situation, and it's only natural that the extended family in which the child grows up 

should have more say in the matter.  

 On further examination it transpired that most of the students think that the mother 

should seek the advice of both sides. A few thought she should consult only with her 

husband, and hardly any thought that she should decide on her own without consulting at all 

with others.  

 We also discussed how a child who is raised in an extended family develops differently. 

He has many "parents" as opposed to a child growing up in a nuclear family with only his 

biological parents. In an extended family the child's developmental task is ultimately to 

integrate harmoniously in a group, while in the individualistic Western family, the child's 

developmental task is to achieve independence and separate from the family. The child 

growing up in traditional society experiences himself as part of a group, and needs to develop 

appropriate social skills, such as sensitivity and alertness to others, as well as the ability to get 

other people to do what he wants. He is outwardly directed, responding to messages from the 

group with which he identifies. The Western child learns to trust himself and to assume 

personal responsibility. His self-development is a process in which self-esteem develops from 

within, nourished by his own effectiveness in the world, rather than from outside through the 

respect accorded to him. The child growing up in a group learns to maneuver between a few 

mothers, so that a negative answer from one mother could be replaced by a positive answer if 



he goes to the correct address (aunt, grandmother, etc.). As in the case we discussed above, if 

the mother doesn't want to give the child candy before a meal, he can approach his aunt, and 

she may wish to win him over and will therefore accede to his request. Prohibitions are thus 

less internalized and become more relative, and the child learns to adapt himself to the 

situation more than to absolute principles. In this context, the connection with the other and 

an outward-looking view develop at the expense of contact with the self and an inward-

looking perspective. In Western society, on the other hand, the consolidation of the 

individual's independence and his differentiation from the group demand from the child the 

ability to contain himself and to look inward. In a society that is in transition from traditional 

to modern patterns, a situation in which  many of you find yourselves at present, it seems to 

me desirable to learn about both types of thinking, the Western and the traditional, to listen to 

both of them and to try to find the balance between them. This requires wisdom on your part, 

because adopting Western patterns when you live in traditional families could cause 

problems. Despite this, many of you would like to raise your children somewhat differently 

from the way you were raised. Therefore each of you needs to become familiar with the two 

cultures and to find the personal balance that suits you. 

 

 

12.  I can't say anything to him  

 

Today H. told us about the difficulties she is having with her firstborn son, three-years-old R., 

around toilet training. He does what he wants, she says with a smile, and I can't say anything 

to him. For a year already I've been trying to train him and haven't succeeded. About six 

months ago I gave birth to a daughter, but things didn't change much. When I hit him because 

he has wet himself he cries, says that he doesn't love me and only loves his sister. Sometimes 

he says he will tell his father what I've done so that his father will beat me. Afterwards he 

follows me all around the house, wants to kiss me and says he's sorry. My husband doesn't 

beat me, but in this way R. gets the better of everyone. When my husband and I both get 

angry with him, he threatens to tell his uncle.  

Student A: What kind of relationship does he have with his sister? 

H: At the beginning he was envious of her when I would nurse her, but today he loves her 

and looks after her. All of us pamper him a lot, especially his grandfather. When his father 

takes him out  he asks him every half an hour if he wants to pee so that he won't wet himself. 



R. doesn't ask. Once I spent an hour with him in the toilet, and when he walked out the door 

he wet himself. He's a clever child. When I tell him that he shouldn't wet himself because 

there are no clean clothes to change into, he wets himself and goes straight to the closet to get 

clean clothes. So I turn out to be a liar. At kindergarten as well he does what he wants and 

wets himself. None of the children of his age in the neighborhood wet themselves any more 

and it stresses me out. I got rid of his diapers when he was two, and it's been like this for a 

year already. 

Student B: Did you get rid of them gradually? For example, first during the day? 

H: No, I did it all in one go. 

Student B: That's pretty stressful. Maybe this is the cause of the problems. 

H: This is the situation with R. now. I see him walking off to the side and I know that he is 

going to wet himself. And then I ask him if he needs to make a pee. He says no, and then 

wets himself. I give him nice new clothes and ask him again not to wet himself, but he does 

what he wants (this time H. laughs heartily). 

Lecturer: Why are you laughing? 

H: Because he does exactly what he wants. 

Lecturer: (Initially I had thought her laughter was a substitute for crying, but afterwards I 

understood what was happening) It seems that you enjoy seeing him do just what he wants. 

H: He's like a little man, does whatever he feels like. I can't tell him anything. 

Lecturer: That's precisely the problem, he's not a three-year-old child who's wetting himself. 

He's a man, not to mention a king who you can't say anything to, and certainly not get angry 

with or set him limits. We discussed a similar case recently. 

H: To tell you the truth, you're not really helping me.  

Lecturer: I feel that I have to be authoritative with you so that you will be able to be 

authoritative with R. If I'm not authoritative with you, I really won't be able to help you. You 

have to understand that the way you are dealing with him doesn't encourage him to become 

toilet trained. You're too busy being impressed by him and admiring him, and you're not in 

the position of a mother who can say what is correct and what isn't. R. needs you to be more 

authoritative. I wouldn't be surprised if he develops other problems because of your attitude 

to him, or maybe he already has them. 

H: But I enjoy his answers, he answers like a man. So how can I say anything to him? 

Lecturer: That's the problem. 

Student C: But don't you see that he does it on purpose? 



H: I do see. 

Student D: Maybe read him stories about toilet training. 

H: I do read to him but it doesn't help. He's a bright child and asks me for everything he 

needs, except for going to the toilet. When he wants to draw, to play, or for me to buy him 

something, he knows how to ask. I know that he's doing it on purpose. 

Student E: What does your husband say? 

H: He says is that patience is needed and everything will be all right. Besides this, he doesn't 

interfere. I understand what you're telling me, that I have to be more firm with him. I'll try, 

but I can't promise it will work. 

Lecturer: My feeling is that R. is playing with you in various ways, and is showing you that 

he is cleverer than you. When you hit him he threatens to tell your husband and then runs 

after you with kisses. When you take him to the toilet he goes out of the bathroom and 

immediately wets himself. When you tell him there are no clean clothes to change into, he 

finds them, and so on. I think R. is feeling that he can always get the better of you and this is 

not good for him. You also don't have to lie and tell him there are no clothes to change into. 

You simply have to be a strong mother. The question is whether you can convey a forceful 

and clear message. The technical aspects, such as whether or not to get rid of diapers in one 

go, or to read him a story about toilet training etc. are less important. For me the important 

rule in raising children is that the techniques or what one actually does are less important than 

the message that is being conveyed. 

H: Yes, I think I understand better now what's happening.  

  

 

13.  I don't want everyone to envy him 

 

E., my firstborn child, M. tells us, is five years old and attends kindergarten. From the start 

we devoted most of our time to raising him properly. Already by age three he excelled in 

kindergarten, and the teacher would give him special assignments. We received compliments 

about his broad knowledge, how quickly he grasps things, and how bright he is. Also in the 

kindergarten for four-year-olds, his capabilities were recognized and a special program was 

designed for him and a few other gifted children. At the beginning of this year he went off to 

the pre-school kindergarten as happily and energetically as always. A while later we began to 

feel that something in him had changed. We asked him about this, and his response was 



simply that he was bored at kindergarten. It transpired that the kindergarten teacher relates 

more to the children who do not know the answers, and if she asks a question that only E. can 

answer, she doesn't allow him to answer, but says: "What, does only E. want to answer? Does 

no one else want to answer?"  

And then she herself gives the answer. We spoke to the teacher who replied that she is doing 

the best she can. There are many children in the class and she can't only let E. answer all the 

questions. If no one else knows the answer, why then don't you let him answer, we asked? 

Because it happens a lot and I don't want everyone to be envious that only he knows. I'm 

making a great effort not to harm E. or other children in the kindergarten, she said. E's 

parents claimed that this is affecting their son and that he doesn't enjoy  kindergarten, but to 

no avail. The teacher was adamant that she is doing the right thing. 

 A discussion developed in the class on the difference between individually-oriented 

Western society and traditional-collective society. In Western society there is a greater 

tendency to enthusiastically praise a child, to allow him to compete and display his talents, 

out of a desire to help him realize his potential. The assumption is that the other children will 

cope with their envy of him, and he certainly does not have to be concerned about it. In 

collective society, on the other hand, many girls are liable to be hesitant about being 

conspicuous in class, because their role is not to be better than the boys. This seems to be the 

case with regard to E. The kindergarten teacher doesn't think it advisable to allow him to 

stand out, because this is liable to arouse the envy of the others and cause them to expel him 

from the group. In collective society the individual attributes greater importance to what 

others think and say about him, because his self-realization takes place in a group framework 

and in relation to the group, rather than individually. The child learns to think in terms of 

"we" and not "I". It was clear that even though M. and her husband live in a traditional-

collective society, they are raising their child toward excellence as is customary in 

individually-oriented Western society, and this could certainly create difficulties. 

 I suggested that the parents should explain to E. that the kindergarten teacher wishes to 

avoid envy towards him among the pupils and therefore doesn't encourage him to stand out. 

This explanation would give E. a good feeling about himself, and the parents should also 

express the hope that when he goes to school his teachers will nurture his talents and allow 

him to demonstrate his abilities. Someone suggested conducting a three-way discussion 

between the mother, the teacher and E. in which they would listen to the child and see what 

was bothering him and how he could be helped. Someone else suggested returning to the 



method of individual assignments that the teacher gives to the gifted pupils in order to 

involve them in a way that does not arouse envy. There were also those who said that the 

child should fight for his rights whether the teacher agreed with this or not. 

 Two weeks later M. told the class that another discussion with the teacher, this time 

with E's participation, had helped. Now the teacher gives him more individual assignments 

which he does by himself without arousing the envy of the others, and he enjoys going to 

kindergarten more. I was happy that the solution in this case, as in other cases, came from the 

students, who are naturally alert to aspects of their society of which I am not aware. 

Sometimes my fear is that the approach I offer to my students has too much of a Western 

flavor and is inappropriate for them. However, the fact that they always encourage me to 

express my opinions strongly clarifies for me that  they are interested in hearing what I have 

to say. In the final analysis, however, they rely on their own judgment. 

 

 

14.  They're like siblings, so they can't get married 

 

Today S. told us about her three-year-old daughter C. whose cousin G. and her were born on 

the same day. They are always together. In the mornings they go to the same kindergarten, 

and in the afternoons they play together, since the families live in the same building. S. is 

married to her cousin. C. is named after her late grandmother, and G. is named after his late 

grandfather. In the class everyone immediately said that C. would obviously marry her cousin 

G. No, it won't happen, S. replied tensely. Everyone knows that they're like siblings, twins 

really, so they can't marry. My problem is that I'm completely devoted to my daughter and 

she really is a beautiful and advanced child. But everyone is always comparing her with her 

cousin. G's parents as well as my father-in-law and mother-in-law, who live next to us, 

compare them the whole time as if they are identical. And even worse, everything that G. 

says my daughter adopts as if it were her own thoughts and expresses them aloud. For 

example, if my daughter doesn't want to do something, her cousin could say that she doesn't 

want to do it because she is afraid, and then my daughter will repeat what he has said as if it 

were the absolute truth. It really upsets me, says S., because I want her to grow up as an 

independent person, as an individual who knows what she wants. But the extended family 

doesn't allow this. They only want togetherness and comment on the similarities between 

them the whole time. My daughter is shy, and I'm scared it will affect her personality and that 



they will influence her into thinking that what they say about her is who she really is. I'm 

originally from the city and after I was married, my husband and I went to live in his village 

with his family. Now, if I could, I would move. But we don't have the money for this. I would 

like to ask your advice what to do with C. next year. They're going to pre-school kindergarten 

and I could let them continue together and carry on enduring the comparisons they make the 

whole time. Alternatively, I could separate them and each would go to a different 

kindergarten. But this is unacceptable in our situation. The family will say all kinds of things 

and will get insulted. 

Student A: What's your husband's opinion? 

S: He agrees with me. He also would like C. to grow up and develop a personality of her 

own. But he is torn between his family and us. What can he do?! 

Student B: But it's natural to compare children. 

S: I always have to buy C. what they buy for G. and I don't want to. 

Student C: What do most of the people in your environment think? 

S: With us everyone usually does everything together. Cousins go to the same kindergarten 

and learn in the same class. 

Lecturer: I'm hearing you would like to separate your daughter from the cousin, but that 

you're afraid. I think that you should go along with what you feel. If I were you I would not 

hide my opinion. 

Student D: If you say that the kindergarten teacher requested it or that the supervisor 

recommended it, it will be better received. 

Lecturer: I think you're right. My approach, in which you express your opinion, is more 

appropriate for individually-oriented society, and could harm the family. It will be better 

accepted if it has the stamp of authority. 

S: I could speak about this to the kindergarten teacher and also to the supervisor. 

Lecturer: You should also talk to C. and explain the matter to her as we have discussed it here 

in the classroom, but of course in simpler language. She will benefit by being more aware 

that she sometimes imitates the cousin without listening to herself and to what she wants and 

thinks. I also think that even if you don't move and the children don't go to different 

kindergartens, you can still do a lot with C. You could work with her on what she really 

wants and what she really thinks, with the emphasis on the "really", on something that is hers 

and not something that she has copied from others. For example, when she repeats G's 

statement that she is afraid, I would ask her if she really feels that she is afraid. In this way 



you will teach her, little by little, to separate herself from others and to discover her own 

truth. I think this also means that you need to work on yourself, because you too are 

obviously influenced by the strong feeling of togetherness that you all share. 

S: I am very influenced and I am also shy, even though I have managed to overcome it over 

the years. 

Lecturer: I see how important it is for you to prepare your daughter for a more individualistic, 

modern world, and how much you are prepared to invest in it.  

S: For me her progress in life is the most important thing. I want her to succeed. 

Lecturer: You seem to be doing the right thing.  

 

 

15.  Picasso, too, drew on walls 

 

My little daughter B. is three years old, says S. and she scribbles anywhere and everywhere. 

On the computer, on the wall, on the closet, it doesn't matter. Talking to her and explaining 

doesn't help. When I get angry with her, she gets angry back, S. says with a smile. What can I 

do; it's always like this with the youngest, isn't it? She also scribbles in my parents' home. 

They don't reprimand her, but call her Picasso. But at kindergarten and in unfamiliar places 

she behaves properly and doesn't scribble. There she's even neat and tidy. My husband grew 

up without a father, so maybe that's why he pampers her a lot. Even B's sister, six-years-old 

E., pampers her. I taught her to treat her sister as if she were her own daughter, so she always 

gives in to her. S. asks the class for our help in stopping B. from scribbling everywhere. 

Student A: Buy her a large board that she can scribble on as much as she wants. 

S: She's already got two boards. 

Student B: Put a cardboard sheet on the wall for her. 

S: She draws on it and continues on the wall. 

Student C: Let her scribble on the walls until there's no more space and then she'll change to 

paper. 

Student D: Try and find someone she feels close to and listens to. Maybe he can talk to her. 

Student E: Is the picture on the wall nice? 

Lecturer: What is the emotional reason that B. doesn't obey her parents? It's clear to me that 

B. has been harmed by an excess of pampering and freedom. The father, for his own reasons, 

does not set limits for her. The mother asks the older daughter to give in to her, which is bad 



for both girls. The older one is liable to feel discriminated against, while B. thinks she's 

entitled to everything and that there are no limits to what she is allowed to do. The fact that 

she doesn't scribble in unfamiliar places and in kindergarten shows that she does not have a 

problem of self-control. The grandparents' compliments also harm her, and lead her to think 

that Picasso drew only on walls. And finally, the mother feels that she is the same age as B. 

When she gets angry with her daughter, then her daughter gets angry in return. It's as if the 

mother has no authority over her three-year-old daughter. Because B. spends a lot of time 

with her grandparents, the setting of limits has to be coordinated with them. S. has to explain 

to them the damage that this freedom is causing B. She isn't learning to restrain herself and is 

obviously annoying people around her. In the future it might even be difficult for her to learn 

properly, because learning also requires restraint and an ability to postpone satisfaction. Even 

if the grandparents do not respond to the challenge and do not set limits for B., S. should do 

so. Then at least at home, B. will learn to respect limits. Setting limits, as we all know, does 

not involve the use of anger or beating the child. In this case, for example, you can take the 

markers away from B. for a while in order to show her that this is not the way to behave. 

There definitely seems to be a power struggle between mother and daughter, and the daughter 

is winning. This victory, needless to say, is not in her best interests. Quite a few times already 

we have encountered a special attitude to the youngest child in the family which is not in his 

best interests. 

Student F: And if the grandparents live with the parents as is the case in many of our families, 

what do you do then? 

Lecturer: In this case when the child has multiple caretakers, you should try to coordinate 

among everyone and work out a consistent approach to the child. Otherwise we are 

encouraging the situation of a good parent and a bad parent, and the child learns whom to 

approach and what to ask from whom, instead of internalizing the prohibitions and the limits. 

I would also like to draw attention to S's smile and to her statement: "What can I do, it's 

always like this with the youngest, isn't it?" It seems that you enjoy it when she is victorious, 

don't you? 

S: Yes (smiling). 

Lecturer: This is the problem because you are being asked to give up this enjoyment, the 

pleasant fantasy that you are giving your little daughter all the things that no one else gets. I 

also wanted to say something about the many technical solutions that were suggested: buying 

her boards, putting cardboard on the walls, and letting her scribble until there is no longer any 



space etc. Emotional difficulties are not usually solved at the technical level, but rather 

through a change in the quality of the relationship with the parent. In this case, for example, 

the mother has to be more authoritative. Therefore the suggestion to look for someone who B. 

feels close to and listens to is not a solution, because this person needs to be her mother. It's 

not important whether the drawing on the wall is nice or not, because the problem is the very 

fact of drawing on  walls.  

S: Now I'll also have to explain the change to E. because up to now she let B. do whatever 

she wanted. 

Lecturer: So we'll be killing two birds with one stone. 

S: Thanks to everyone. 

 

 

 

 

KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS TALK 

 

16. Different strokes for different folks 

 

A. is four years old, the fourth daughter in the family. She has another year-old sister and 

recently the first son was born. V., the kindergarten teacher, says that A. doesn't talk at all in 

kindergarten and doesn't participate in any of the activities. When you try to talk to her she 

starts to cry. She sits glued to her chair and doesn't budge from it. She is so terrified to leave 

her chair that sometimes she even wets herself. A. has lice in her hair, her shoes are torn, and 

the food she brings with her is wrapped in the paper she draws on in the kindergarten. She 

strokes V. from behind when V. isn't looking at her. If V. does look at her, she immediately 

stops. It's as if she steals a caress, someone in the class said. And V. reciprocates by stroking 

and hugging A. from behind without looking at her. 

 A's situation deteriorated with the birth of her brother, when she began to caress dolls. 

The students said that possibly the mother isn't giving her any attention, and that she caresses 

the dolls in the same way as she sees her mother taking care of her newborn brother. The 

children in the kindergarten laugh at her, say that she smells and has lice, and don't want to 

play with her. Whenever anything in the kindergarten gets damaged, the children blame her. 

"Because she doesn't talk and doesn't try to defend herself, they boss her around," says V. A's 

father told V. that she also doesn't talk at home, and added, "if you manage to get a word out 



of her, I'll give you a hundred skekels." When he brings her to kindergarten in the morning, 

he says to her, "cry, I've got no time for you, get into the kindergarten," and goes off abruptly. 

When V. made her handle a chunk of plasticine, A. held on to it impassively, without 

moving. 

 In a rare instance, A. came up to V. and said, "my mother is nursing my sister," and 

also, "my mother wants to do a circumcision ceremony for my sister." V. remarked that her 

brother is a boy and not a girl, thinking that she had difficulties differentiating. A few days 

later when A. repeated, "my mother did a circumcision ceremony for my sister," V. felt that 

A. was refusing to internalize the fact that her brother is a boy and not a girl. 

 Recently, after I spoke to the children in the kindergarten and asked them not to reject 

A, says V., there has been a slight improvement. A. has begun to move closer to the children. 

She doesn't speak to them or play with them, but sits and looks and sometimes strokes 

someone's hand. When they try to involve her, she refuses and starts crying. 

Student A: The matter should be referred to the welfare authorities. This is a case of criminal 

neglect. 

Student B: This child came out of her mother's womb. How can she reject her like that?! 

Student C: Buy her a doll that is hers only, and that she can take home with her. 

Lecturer: A good idea. In this way A. will feel that V. is always with her. 

Student D: Invite the parents for a discussion. 

V: I've invited them many times. They don't come. 

Student E: Do a home visit. You'll get to know the family. 

Student F: Invite the mother to some of the celebrations in the kindergarten. This will bring 

her closer to A. 

Student G: You should give A. a prize every day. 

V: I tried to encourage her with reinforcements, stickers and candy, but it didn't really help. I 

also tried to draw pictures together with her and to hang up her drawings, but this also didn't 

help. But I'll continue with the prizes. 

Student H: She shouldn't be punished for wetting herself. 

Lecturer: It's like punishing a three-month-old baby. This is her developmental and emotional 

state. She needs you V. as a substitute for her mother, and my feeling is that you are working 

very sensitively and kindly with her. 

Student I: The mother blames the daughter that she is a girl and not a boy. 

Student J: The youngest daughter will get more, because she is closest to the boy. 



Lecturer: You have raised many good ideas for working with A., who has  grown up without 

sufficient human contact. Her parents are absent from her life and she feels very alone. 

Approaching the welfare authorities, buying her a doll, inviting the parents for another 

discussion, conducting a home visit, inviting the parents to celebrations in the kindergarten, 

and giving prizes – these are all good suggestions. Why do you think she refuses to recognize 

that she has a new brother and not a sister? 

Student K: She is more envious of a brother than a sister. 

Lecturer: That sounds reasonable. Why do you think that she caresses from behind only when 

she can't be seen, and why does she start to cry when anyone tries to talk to her? 

Student L: I think she is terrified of contact, and afraid of people looking at her. 

Lecturer: I think you're right. Think about a child's crying, which is a sign of distress that 

comes from within and mobilizes the surroundings to help the child. In this case the father 

orders her to cry, and thus takes away from her the ability to express herself. Despite this, 

since V. spoke to the kindergarten children and asked them not to reject A., things have 

improved and she is moving closer to other children. For a child like this every small 

improvement is significant, and V. plays a very important part in A's life. 

 

 

17.  Trauma – Group work 

 

Today H. told us about a road accident in which two five-year-old children from her 

kindergarten were injured. A main road passes close to the kindergarten. The road has no 

proper pedestrian crossing nor a bridge to allow the children to cross  safely. One morning an 

older sister accompanied the two children to kindergarten. She allowed them to cross the road 

by themselves. The children crossed without looking and were hit by a car. Some of the 

children's mothers observed the incident, panicked, and immediately took their children 

home. Meanwhile the other parents and the children who had already arrived at kindergarten 

heard about what had happened. Everyone was very stressed, because they didn't know how 

badly the children were injured. 

 I brought all the children together for a discussion and asked them to tell us what they 

knew and what they thought about what had happened. Almost all of them knew about it. 

Some saw the accident, others thought they had seen it, and others were flooded with anxiety 

about what they had heard. They were very concerned with the details, such as what 



happened to the children, where were they bleeding from, and where the car that hit them 

come from. What kind of car was it? What did the driver look like? After quite a long time 

(about half an hour) of talking about the details of the incident, and after I had repeated the 

facts to the best of my knowledge, the children began to calm down. I explained to them the 

role of the hospital and of the doctors, assured them that the children were being well looked 

after and expressed the hope that they would soon return to the kindergarten in good health (I 

couldn't tell them more, because I knew nothing about their condition). Then the children 

began to talk about the safety rules we teach in the kindergarten: how to cross a road, in 

which direction one looks, and what one does in various situations. By repeating the rules and 

internalizing them, I felt the children were gaining a feeling of security and control over the 

situation. Now they know what to do. Some children then blamed the children who were 

injured for not obeying the rules. Others said, "it won't happen to me," and others said that the 

car was to blame and not the children, and even if you are careful, accidents can happen. 

They spoke about various accidents that relatives of theirs had been involved in. However, as 

the discussion continued I felt that the children were gradually becoming calmer and that 

their anxiety was subsiding. By the end of the discussion they had reconstructed the details 

and had gone over how they would act in various situations. Clearly the fact that they were in 

the kindergarten and not at home facilitated this process.   

 At this stage, I, the lecturer, told the class about what we, the professionals, know about 

intervention in traumatic situations, emphasizing how important it is to continue with regular 

activities as far as possible. Thus the children whose parents took them home and who did not 

participate in the discussion in the kindergarten missed out on the group support which is so 

beneficial in cases such as these. In situations of trauma, togetherness imparts strength and 

therefore should be maintained and strengthened as much as possible. When they are together 

in a group setting, the children can share their anxieties and gain support from one another. 

Even in calamitous situations, such as terror attacks, natural disasters and wars, removing the 

child from his natural environment weakens his resilience, as opposed to the confidence he 

gains from being in his natural surroundings. It would thus have been appropriate had H. 

telephoned those parents who took their children out of kindergarten that day and asked them 

to bring their children back. I explained how important it is to maintain routine in situations 

of crisis and stress, because routine gives people strength. For example, it is known that a 

pilot whose plane is shot down is sent immediately on another flight, to ensure that the 

trauma will not be seared in his consciousness for ever. This is also true of a driver who has 



been involved in a road accident. He or she should drive again as soon as possible in order to 

overcome the anxiety before it becomes debilitating. I repeated the two stages that H. had 

described: ventilating the anxiety, and regaining control over the situation. These two stages 

repeat themselves in this order in work with trauma victims. 

 H. told us about the other road-safety activities that she conducted with the children in 

the kindergarten, and spoke about visiting the injured children. She, of course, reported the 

incident to the appropriate authorities, who sent a psychologist to talk to the children, as well 

as a traffic officer to speak to them about safety rules. I was pleasantly surprised by the 

intuition H. displayed in this intervention, which was appropriate and healthy, especially 

since she had received no previous training in dealing with trauma situations. Next time 

something like this happens, heaven forbid, the parents should be firmly requested to return 

their children to the kindergarten, together with an explanation of the logic behind this. In 

writing this case I am reminded of the summer at the end of the 2006 academic year, when 

Hizbollah rained missiles on the north of Israel. Some of these missiles fell on the towns and 

villages of my Arab students and caused serious harm – deaths, injuries, damage to property 

and extreme anxiety. Thus the tools they received in the lesson proved to be very useful. 

When rockets fall many people become highly anxious, and need to go over the details of the 

event in a group setting in order to release their feelings. The group setting can also foster 

feeling of control, at least partial, over the situation, and can help to  overcome the feeling of 

helplessness that the attack victims experience. For example, the group could discuss various 

ways in which the individual could protect himself and his family: when do they have to run 

to the bomb shelter, which rooms in the home are safer, when is it safe to go to the grocer?  

 

 

18.  It's hard to be authoritative toward a man,   

especially if he's not from your village 

 

Today we heard from A., a teacher in a therapeutic kindergarten, about five-years-old C., the 

youngest of six siblings, four girls and two boys. C. has problems with fine-motor and gross-

motor coordination. As a baby, he didn't crawl. He started to walk and talk late, and even now 

is impaired in these areas. According to A. he is allergic to many foods and smells. Because 

the mother became pregnant with C. at an older age, it was recommended to the parents to 

undergo an amniocentesis but they refused. When C. was two-years old it was discovered that 



he had various allergies and needed to be connected to a respirator. As there was no 

electricity in the village, he was taken to a neighboring village and sometimes to the hospital, 

and only returned to the village when his health improved. 

 In the kindergarten C. throws objects, swears and hits other children. He is a 

hyperactive child who needs constant supervision, and seems to be living in a different world 

from that of the kindergarten. He has stranger anxiety, and communicates better with children 

than with adults. He's a nice child, says A., and the children don't seem to be keeping away 

from him. He goes to the toilet when he has to, but at home he wets himself. The mother is 

very much in the background and the father decides everything at home, A. says. He gives C. 

everything and tries to compensate him for his disability. When C. requests that his sister 

accompany him to the kindergarten, the father insists that she does so, even though it makes 

her late for school. Also, the father threatens the kindergarten teacher that he will report her 

to the police for anything which, in his opinion, is not as it should be in the kindergarten. 

 In the class discussion it was felt that the parents have to be encouraged to set limits for 

C. at home, and for A. to set limits for him in the kindergarten in order to calm him. We 

suggested that A. should explain to the father how much the child he loves and wants to help 

develop, needs to feel that he has clear and stable limits and sometimes to hear the word "no". 

Without these, not only is the father not helping his son, but is actually harming him. We 

discussed the fact that A's disability or his being the youngest child in the family is no reason 

to treat him in a way that is injurious to him. For example, the fact that A. does not wet 

himself in the kindergarten can be attributed to the teacher who sets clear and definite limits. 

If A. would be even firmer with C., she would calm him even more in the kindergarten and 

bring him back to "the real world". I added that A. has to be authoritative toward the father in 

order to enable him to be authoritative toward his son. A. said that it is difficult for her to be 

authoritative toward a man, especially if he's not from her village. She also told us that the 

father gives exact instructions to his wife how to behave with C., and that C. is often violent 

toward his mother. What also emerged clearly was how the father's behavior toward C. 

resembled his behavior toward his wife, and how he used various threats to dictate how C. 

should be treated. A's difficulty, rooted in her culture, was to find a way to stand up to the 

father, something the other students encouraged her to do.  

 Some of the students found it easier to deal with C's technical difficulties and ways of 

overcoming them, such as threading beads and holding a pencil, rather than discussing his 

emotional problems. Some suggested working with C. on a points system and with positive 



reinforcements: for every success, C. would obtain a certain number of points, and would 

receive a prize at the end of week according to the number of points he had accumulated. A. 

said that a decision has to be made whether C. will start first grade next year. He doesn't 

draw, cannot produce a line and doesn't hold a pencil properly, nor does he know how to 

count or name colors. Despite this, the father denies that C. is not ready for first grade. In this 

area as well, it is clear that the father has to confront reality, and that the kindergarten teacher 

needs to initiate this process. 

 A. told us that she too has a disabled brother and he doesn't get everything he wants. 

We suggested that she share this with C's parents. I explained that C's stranger anxiety, which 

is usually found at a much earlier age, is a consequence of his inflated view of himself. He is 

like an adult who does whatever he wants, but deep down feels a total lack of confidence. 

This is possibly the reason he finds it difficult to get on with adults, who from his perspective 

represent authority, and gets on better with children. 

 In this case it was abundantly clear that the mother has to be empowered in the family, 

because C. is losing out by not having a strong mother who could set limits for him. A. said  

she would try to explain this to both the mother and the father, but cautioned us that it would 

not be easy to change age-old cultural patterns. We spoke about C's aggression and the guilt 

feelings that arise in its wake, issues that characterize the way a child relates to a weak 

mother, and how much C. loses by having only one significant parent and not two. For 

example, if we accept that the father empathizes with his young, disabled child, feels sorry 

for him and finds it difficult to set limits for him, the mother could promote C's development 

by nurturing a different type of relationship with him. The insignificant role that the mother 

plays in molding C's personality, leaves him exposed to the problematic relationship with the 

father, and without the balance that could exist when both parents are functioning. 

Furthermore, C. simply identifies with the father's attitude to his mother, and imitates the 

contempt he displays toward her. I found it hard to emerge optimistic from this discussion, 

but A. said that it had given her understanding and strength. 
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19.  My life, eyes and soul 

 

S. is the mother of three children. Nine-year-old D. is the oldest, and he has a seven-and-a-

half-year-old brother, and a two-year-old sister. D. is a sensitive and introverted child who 

sometimes feels that he doesn't want to go on living and would like to harm himself. He 

thinks he is a bad child, a worthless idiot, and when some child tells him he is a nothing, he 

agrees. The mother, S., an attractive and refined woman, tells the class how close she is to D. 

She tells D. that she is prepared to do anything for him, that he is her life, eyes and soul, and 

promises him she will change herself for him in order to make things better for him. D. 

replies that he can't promise her anything, because he is afraid he won't be able to keep his 

promises. At 12 months he was already toilet trained, and she doesn't remember that he was 

envious, like any other child would be, of his brother who was born when he was only 16-

months old. D. wants to be perfect, and it bothers him when he is not the best at something or 

when something is not exactly as he would like it to be. Recently he doesn't want to go to 

school, because, he says, he has learned enough and doesn't need to study any more. When 

I'm big, he says, I'll collect garbage. Reasoning with him and beating him don't help. 

 To complicate their family life even further, the father underwent a complex operation 

during the past year, and the mother too has medical problems. The mother says that she used 

to "lie on the bed like a corpse" when the father was away from home most of the day 

working. Neither of the parents spoke about these issues with the children, but the little girl 

expressed her distress by undergoing a painful period of regression. S. asked how she should 

behave toward her son, and how she can help him with all his difficulties. 

 The reactions in the class were varied. Some felt that D. has a learning disability that 

should be assessed, and that this is the reason he is having problems and is reluctant to go to 

school. Others reprimanded S. for having toilet trained her son at such a early age, and 

claimed that this explains his problems. Another student said that she has a similar problem 

with her daughter, and tried to compare her story with S's. I had previously encountered the 

situation in which the students had found it difficult to produce an integrated picture of 

someone's personality from the wealth of data, and instead tended to rely on an isolated piece 

of information that for them explains the whole picture. Therefore, I tried to show them how I 



build an understanding of D's personality according to various pieces of information that 

reinforce each other and lead to certain hypotheses. 

 S. does not relate to her oldest son as a nine-year-old child, but rather as an adult, and 

the relationship is more like a couple relationship than that between a mother and a child. 

From a young age she demanded that he behave in a way that was not age-appropriate. She 

began toilet training very early, and today she says that she promises to change for him – a 

statement that is more appropriate for an adult relationship than one between a parent and a 

child. It is not surprising that D. did not show any natural signs of envy at the birth of his 

little sister, because from a young age he was already required to behave in more mature 

manner. He wants to be perfect in many areas, thinking that this is what is expected of him, 

but because he is unable to meet the expectations of the surroundings, as well as his 

expectations of himself, he feels unworthy, a nothing, that he is disappointing the people 

around him, and thus has no wish to live. Cleanliness is very important to him, but his low 

self-image leads him to aspire to be a garbage collector. In school, even though he is a 

talented child, his grades cannot all be perfect, and again he is severely disappointed with 

himself. It is also reasonable to assume that in order to learn, a child has to feel that he is a 

child and not an adult who is expected to know everything, and for this reason it is difficult 

for D. to adjust to school. It is not surprising that he finds it difficult to promise his mother 

something as many other children do, even if they don't always keep their promises, because 

he imposes standards on himself that are inappropriate for his age. In addition to all the 

difficulties, his parents' illnesses have confronted him with the danger that he will lose one, 

and possibly even both of his parents. Currently his need to protect his parents has grown 

tenfold and he is only nine years old. As the oldest child, he feels responsible for the family. 

Since his father is not at home most of the day, D. could well feel that he has to look after his 

mother, and in this respect he is again more her spouse than her son. In short, it is not easy for 

nine-year-old D. to behave as an older child. 

 When I expressed my opinion that D. is a kind of spouse to S., she gave a broad smile, 

which suggested that something had resonated with her. Indeed, the oldest son in Arab 

society often assumes a parental role in relation to his siblings from a young age, and is 

expected to help his parents. In S's family these tendencies had intensified, both because of 

S's character as well as the parents' illnesses, and S. had established a particularly close 

relationship with her son D without the limits that usually characterize the relationship 

between a parent and a nine-year-old child. I recommended to S. that she relate to D. as a 



nine-year-old and no more. He has to go to school and study like other children. At the same 

time, he should not be expected to be perfect, and should be allowed, like any other child of 

his age, to sometimes make promises and not carry them out. Also, it is appropriate and 

correct to speak to him about his natural fears regarding his parents' illnesses, so that he will 

not have to cope with these painful feelings alone, and it should be explained to him that at 

no time do they expect him to behave as an adult. Only when his mother relates to him in an 

age-appropriate manner will he be able to relate to himself accordingly. Only when his 

mother is able to be firm with him and not only express excessive closeness and pity, will he 

be able to vent his anger on her, as opposed to directing it toward himself, feeling worthless 

and wishing to harm himself. It's important for you to be able to be a "bad" mother, I said, 

which is actually a good mother, so that he too can be a child who is not perfect and can vent 

his anger. 

 I explained that depression can be defined as turning aggression toward oneself. The 

depression that D. is suffering from, and which includes suicidal thoughts – thoughts that are 

very unusual at his tender  age – is also connected to his experiencing his mother as perfect 

and himself as bad and worthless. S. doesn't need to announce that she will change for D. in 

order for things to be better for him, because these declarations arouse guilt feelings in D. If 

his mother is such an angel, he cannot but feel inferior next to her. Thus, if S. adopts a more 

determined and firm attitude in her relationship with her son, his guilt feelings will decrease. 

 Since the father is less involved and the relationship between the mother and her son is 

more on a friendship level than a parental level, and because D. needs a mother and not a 

friend, the mother should take a small step backward, and the father should take a decisive 

step forward, because D. will soon be entering adolescence and his relationship with his 

father will be of crucial importance.  

 

 

20.  The king 

 

Y. is ten years old and has three younger and two older sisters. Y. is the parents' only son, and 

for them he feels like the grand prize in a lottery, and is treated accordingly, like a king. His 

pockets are always filled with money and candy which he shares with whoever he wishes. 

His parents, like all parents, expect him to be good-mannered in school, to behave politely to 

guests visiting their home, to respect and help others, and to make good friends. Usually there 



are no problems with Y. as long as he doesn't have to study. When his parents ask him to go 

to his room to study he starts to cry, and lies to them that he has no homework, or that he 

already finished his homework in class. If one of his older sisters dares to tell him that he has 

to study, he shouts and lashes out at her. When he refuses to study, his parents punish him. 

They forbid him to play on the computer, demand that his big sister explain the material to 

him (which for him is a severe punishment), and sometimes when everyone goes out he has 

to stay at home by himself. We heard from A., a relative of the family, that he is a good boy 

who helps his parents, but he doesn't like to study. Y's difficulties only began this year, she 

says, in fifth grade, and asks the class for help in solving Y's problem. 

Student A: You should ask his friends or the teacher if the class was given homework. In this 

way, the parents will know. 

A: They are doing this already. 

Lecturer: By doing this, Y's parents show that they do not trust him and therefore he won't 

learn to trust himself.  

Student B: Some of his privileges should be removed, and only returned if he studies. 

A: The parents try but it doesn't help. He simply doesn't want to study, despite the severe 

punishments they mete out. 

Student C: Maybe he doesn't study in order to be special in class just as he is special at home. 

Otherwise in class, he's just like all the others. 

Student D: But he could excel in class. 

Student E: Why did it start this year? 

Student F: Maybe he has problems with the homeroom teacher. 

A: Not that I know of. But at his age they already want to see him as a man, or maybe they 

demand more from him. 

Lecturer: Possibly fifth-grade studies are more difficult and slightly more demanding than in 

the past. A child who receives everything he wants at home, a child who is the king, doesn't 

learn to deal with frustration, to restrain himself at times, and to cope with difficulties. 

Learning requires these abilities. Solving a set of arithmetical problems, concentrating on 

writing an essay, or learning a new language, are not uncomplicated and automatic tasks. In 

order to master them, a child has to detach himself for a certain period of time from his 

surroundings, struggle with himself and deal with new material. At this point he is alone and 

not a king. 

A: But at home and in class he is full of confidence. 



Lecturer: He is full of confidence when he is with his family and his friends. But when he has 

to sit alone and solve problems, he seems to be helpless and lacking in independence. 

A: When his father asks him for help of any kind, he helps him very nicely. 

Lecturer: Yes, that's because he is a good boy who gets on well with people. However, he is 

incapable of overcoming difficulties that require him to work and think independently. 

Student G: How come he likes to work on the computer if he is incapable of being alone? 

Lecturer: Maybe for him the computer is a game and a way of enjoying himself. The 

difficulty, it seems to me, is that Y. receives preferential treatment. He loses out, as do the 

girls, who feel they have less worth. Therefore, only an approach that treats him equally and 

teaches him to cope with frustration and difficulties will enable him to succeed in his studies. 

In class he has to compete among equals, something he is not used to. When he is told to go 

and study, he doesn't get angry, but rather cries because he feels so weak. 

Student H: (To A) Do you also give him preferential treatment? 

A: The truth is I do. I give him more presents than I give his sisters. When he hits his sisters 

he doesn't get punished. I think that from now on when I give him a present, I'll also give 

presents to his sisters. 

Lecturer: With all due respect to tradition and customs, the preference for boys over girls, 

which exists in many families in Arab society, does not help the development of either the 

boys or the girls. The boy, as we have seen, grows up in a way that doesn't prepare him for 

egalitarian adult society. The more Western the orientation of the society in which he grows 

up, the more difficult it will be for him to integrate into it in the future. His difficulties are 

already beginning to emerge in school, because school requires a child to be able to work 

independently. The girls, for their part, learn from a young age that there is no reason for 

them to make an effort, because in any event the boys will receive preference. They thus tend 

to be more passive and relinquish in advance any display of their capabilities and skills, 

which sometimes surpass those of the boys. In the future, a girl like may turn out to be a 

weak mother, whose children will pay the price. They would most likely  benefit from a 

strong mother, who won't  radiate weakness her children will identify with. In this way the 

handicap is transmitted from generation to generation. 

 

 



21.  I can't say "no!" to him 

 

Today K. told the class about her ten-year-old son, N., who at home does just as he pleases. 

N. is the youngest child in the family, and has three brothers and a sister between the ages of 

twelve and twenty. I give him everything, K. admits. He's my little sweetie and I just can't say 

no to him. If he asks for a game he already has, I buy him another one. He lashes out at his 

brothers and sister, but I tell them not to hit him back because he's the smallest. My problem 

with him is about homework. He lies and says that he has already done his homework or that 

there isn't any. I check his notebooks the whole time. N. is a "little devil" and very bright, K. 

says with a barely concealed smile. He's a good boy who gets on well with the teachers and 

with friends, but he doesn't want to study. I simply can't be angry with him for more than a 

few minutes. K. turns to the class and asks, "what do you suggest I do?". 

Student A: What's with your husband? 

K: He gets home late when the children are already asleep. 

Student B: You admire your son and give him everything. How did you behave with his 

siblings? 

K: I behave differently with N. than with the older ones. It's hard for me to punish him. If he 

asks for a piece of cake after he has done something bad, I won't give it to him immediately, 

but he gets it half an hour later. 

Student C: What is he like in class? 

K: He doesn't cause problems like at home. He behaves well in class, but doesn’t do his 

homework. 

Student C: He behaves well because he is afraid of the teachers. So he has to become a little 

bit afraid of you as well. 

Lecturer: I agree. It's very difficult for the mother to set limits for N. The father also needs to 

be more involved and to help in this matter. Without the father's involvement, it's only half a 

family. Besides, a child who gets whatever he wants doesn't learn to tolerate frustration. It's 

not surprising that it's hard for him to learn and to do his homework. Learning requires the 

ability to restrain oneself and deal with frustration, as we have already seen. For example, 

when N. has to solve a set of arithmetical problems, he works on his own and the solutions 

don't immediately pop up. He has never been educated to cope with the difficulty.  

Student D: So K. is right to check his notebooks. 



Lecturer: I don't think that this should be the relationship between K. and N. When you don't 

believe a child, you make him into a liar. If N. lies sometimes, like many children do, it's not 

the end of the world. However, if the mother builds a relationship of trust with him, he won't 

have to be a "little devil" and tell lies. Remember that everything begins with the parent and 

not with the child. The parent was there first, and it is the parent who shapes the relationship 

with the child. I want to encourage you to look at yourselves, before you start finding fault 

with the child. If the child doesn't study, the parent should examine himself. Similarly, if the 

child doesn't get on with his classmates, again the parent should examine himself. The older 

and stronger person is also the responsible person. In traditional society, because of the 

esteem in which the parents are held, criticism is often not directed against the parents of the 

children who have difficulties, but rather against the children themselves. Thus the child is 

always blamed while the parent remains beyond reproach, whereas it is the parent who is 

older and who is responsible for shaping the child's personality, and not the opposite. In this 

case, it is difficult for K. to say "no" to N. and she even enjoys his being a "little devil" and 

smiles about it, but it is N. who has developed the problems, and not K. Therefore, as you all 

correctly said, as soon as the mother sets limits for her son and stops buying him any game he 

asks for, and doesn't let him hit his siblings, and doesn't tell them not to retaliate, and when 

she doesn't forget the punishment within a short space of time etc., N. will change quickly.  

 I would also like to say something about lies. Children tell lies. We all told lies when 

we were children, and we sometimes tell lies when we are grown up. When the mother thinks 

N. is lying she can certainly say this to him. The only rule that I would like to suggest to you 

is to tell the truth. If you suspect a child is lying, you shouldn't hide your suspicion. If you 

were mistaken and your suspicions prove to be groundless, you must, of course, apologize to 

the child. If you are truthful toward your children, they will be truthful toward you. Perhaps 

one should not blurt out the truth immediately. It might take some time, because it is not 

always easy to tell the truth and it requires a certain amount of maturity. I don't think you 

should assume in advance that the child is lying and that you have to check his notebooks. I 

would try to get N. used to the idea that instead of checking his notebooks, I would ask him if 

he has homework, and he will get used to telling the truth. Later, even this question will be 

superfluous, because hopefully the responsibility for his homework will become his.  

 

 



22. The child who is not allowed to take revenge 

 

In the village in which seven-and-half-year-old Y. lives, if children pick a fight with you, 

your parents force you to retaliate, otherwise you are not allowed back  home. Y's mother, 

however, is different from other people in the village. Whenever anyone hits Y., she insists 

that her son should approach the child in question and ask for his forgiveness. If it is Y. who 

hits another child, his mother hits him with the father's consent. Recently, Y. has become a 

violent child, and even tried to stab his cousin with a knife, although no actual injury ensued 

and P., a relative, tells us that it was more like a symbolic act. 

 Y. is a considerate, gifted child, who studies in a private school. His parents are well 

educated and the family is economically well-off. I don't know what's happened to him 

recently, she says. He has become irritable and aggressive. He behaves politely with people 

who are polite to him, but if someone annoys him he reacts violently without stopping to 

think. In the neighborhood, the children tease him more than they do at school, so he's more 

violent there. He has also become violent toward his young sister who sometimes bothers 

him. P. says she threatened that he would be arrested after the stabbing incident, and made it 

clear to him that if something happened to his cousin, he would be held responsible. Her 

impression is that Y. has moved from one extreme to the other, from passivity in response to 

other children attacking him, to a situation in which he stabs another child. 

 The students raised various hypotheses: Y. may have some kind of disorder, maybe he 

is hyperactive, or possibly the stabbing was a one-time event. As I have already pointed out, I 

often feel that the students try to explain how certain personality characteristics are the result 

of a single event, or that there is a specific reason for the problem. They find it difficult to 

think in a generalized manner about the ongoing relationship between the parents and the 

child as the underlying reason for the difficulties. The students' way of thinking often 

absolves the child or the parents from responsibility. If the child is hyperactive, there's 

nothing one can do, and if it was an exceptional event, you don't have to make an issue out of 

it. 

 I spoke about Y's confusion as a result of the contradictory messages he receives. The 

messages the mother gives are not compatible with those of his surroundings. She orders him 

not to retaliate, even though the retaliation ethos is solidly rooted in the environment. 

Furthermore, the mother orders him not to hit others, while she herself beats him, and in this 

respect reinforces the model that the child learns from his surroundings. P. also talks about 



the mother's impulsivity, in that she first beats her son, and only afterwards inquires what 

happened. I expressed the view that Y. is possibly also imitating this impulsive behavior, 

since he too seems to be experiencing difficulty in delaying his reactions.   

 Some students suggested involving relatives whom the child trusts, and asking them to 

teach him how to behave, and to explain to him that his mother has a problem. P. described 

the mother as a very nice person, to which I added that this niceness, which is possibly 

somewhat inappropriate in the environment and the culture, could involve a fair amount of 

repression of the mother's aggression. Thus, while she seems to be very nice, her aggression 

comes out in the relationship with her son. Others felt that the mother should explain to her 

son that he can retaliate and that she won't punish him for this, but that he shouldn't overdo it. 

Others asked about the father and expressed regret that he isn't more involved. The question 

also arose of what had brought about the change in Y's behavior. I found it difficult to answer 

this, but pointed out that transitions from one extreme to another are typical of Y's 

environment and his family. 

 At the end of the lesson I thought about Y., the obedient and passive child whose inner 

truth has suddenly emerged, and that with all the self-imposed restraint as well as that his 

mother has imposed on him, severe aggression is now erupting. I also thought about how the 

mother is projecting all her difficulties onto him. I recalled many cases in which I 

encountered the "absent presence" of the father, and how much help the father could have 

given his son. I pondered the students' suggestion to involve people in the extended family 

whom the boy trusts. Yes, maybe this is also a good idea that I wouldn't have thought of 

without my students. A good uncle in traditional society can sometimes serve as a father 

figure. Also, a few words to the real father may remind him of his importance in the family. 

From my experience, a short discussion with the father can sometimes significantly change 

his behavior, in light of the esteem in which the professional is held in traditional society. 

Interestingly, in Western-oriented society, a relative does not usually share the distress of a 

member of the family with others, whereas my students often present difficulties that occur in 

their extended families. I made a note to offer P. supervision in this case, because she could 

probably fulfill the role of a more stable mother figure for Y.  

 

 



23.  It’s as if he doesn't have a life of his own 

 

S. told us today about her eight-year-old middle son C., who has a fourteen-year-old brother 

L., and a three-year-old brother, M. C. is a good boy, serious, conscientious, sensitive and 

talented, likes to help others and to carry out tasks, but does not initiate anything. My 

husband had to force him to run in a school athletics competition, says S., because he didn't 

want to participate. In the end he came first. I feel he is afraid to participate in competitions 

because he is scared of losing or of not being first. We have often told him that we don't 

require him to be first, but it doesn't help. At the end-of-year party, the teacher suggested that 

he write a short piece to read to the class, but he refused. He also didn't want to participate in 

the dance group with his classmates and only reluctantly agreed when the teacher put 

pressure on him. And he danced so beautifully. When we ask what he would like us to get 

him, he first asks, "what about L., what does he want?" and then he gives the same answer as 

his brother, and acts as if it were his decision. With small things as well, he isn't capable of 

deciding. For example, when we go to buy him clothes: 

S: Which shirt do you want? 

C: What do you think? 

S: It's for you, so you choose. 

C: But what do you think? 

S: I think this one is nicer. 

C: But why? 

S: That's what I think. If you don't agree and don't like what I chose, then you choose, 

because it's for you. 

C: I want this one (he chooses the shirt his mother chose, and again acts as if it were his 

decision). 

 

C's older brother, L., likes to stand out, the mother says. M., the little one, is pampered and 

gets everything he wants. The problem is with C. My husband devotes a lot of attention to the 

children. He helps them with their homework and their after-school activities, plays with 

them and takes them on excursions. The children really love him, even more than they love 

me, but I think that he puts too much pressure on them. He knows that C. will be a doctor 

when he grows up, as will his brother L., and he pushes them to go to music and sport 

classes. When I point this out to him, he answers: "What are they lacking? They've got 



everything. Every child would like to be like them." I feel that I should help C. but I don't 

know how, says S. I don't know if I should get involved, and maybe I'm helping him by not 

being involved. 

Student A: Do you demand that he participate in many after-school activities? 

S: Possibly because we've suggested so many groups, he's given up the idea of suggesting 

any himself. 

Student B: He doesn't want to disappoint you, so he complies with your requests. He's a good 

boy. 

S: Sometimes he comes to me and says, "I'm bored", and I have to find something for him to 

do. 

Lecturer: Why don't you tell him that it's his responsibility and not yours? 

Student C: If you leave him alone, in the end he'll find out what he wants. You don't let him 

live his own life.  

 S. says that after the class discussion, they, the parents, spoke to C. We told him that he 

can go to any after-school activity that he wants, but that he doesn't have to go to any, and 

doesn't have to worry about keeping us happy. He said that he wanted to leave the karate 

group and he indeed left. Now he says that he also doesn't want to learn to play the organ. We 

told him that that's fine and he can always go back to it if he wants. Since then, six weeks 

have gone by, and he hasn't asked to participate in any after-school activities. He continues to 

excel in his studies and everyone loves him. At home we are now trying to let him decide and 

not decide for him. 

Lecturer (in a later discussion): C. is finding it hard to decide which direction to take and how 

he can make the most of himself in various areas, whether it's choosing a shirt, or 

participating in sport and other activities, or even what he will do in the future. It's as if he 

doesn't have a life of his own, and so he identifies with others and adopts their opinions. In 

collective society there is less of a tendency for people to seek fulfillment as individuals, and 

they tend more to identify with their environment and to accept its attitudes. A girl is thus 

likely to marry someone her father chooses, and to study the profession that her parents think 

is suitable, out of a feeling that the parents indeed know better than she what's good for her. 

In individually-oriented Western society, we encounter less identification of the kind in 

which the individual allows others to make choices for him. Democracy, for example, 

assumes that the individual has the ability to know what he wants or prefers, and then to go 

out and achieve it. C's case seems to be extreme even in traditional society, and he avoids 



making many personal choices. It would appear that the father's coercive approach may play 

a part here, so that C. doesn't even know what he really prefers. When the external threat is 

severe, as is the case when a child is forced to participate in a competition, he has no 

alternative but to identify with the authority figure who forces his will on him. When the 

coercion is so severe, the child's inner voice is silenced to such an extent that he sometimes 

simply doesn't know what he wants, and the only alternative is to behave as if the other's 

choice were his. You say that your children possibly love your husband more than they love 

you. It's certainly likely that they love him, because he invests so much in them, but, because 

of the pressure he exerts on them, they might also want him to leave them alone a bit. It 

seems to me that they need you to be more involved in order to neutralize some of the 

pressure exerted by your husband, who already knows what they will be when they grow up. 

I would thus recommend that you continue to foster more freedom of choice by the children, 

and especially C., but that you take steps to change the balance of involvement in the family. 

Therefore, with regard to your question of whether you need to be more involved and if so 

how, the answer is for your husband to take a step backward, and for you to take a step 

forward in your involvement in the children's lives, so that they, and C. in particular, will 

experience a less coercive presence. I also think it's important to share with your husband the 

things we have talked about here, and to explain to him the logic behind the suggestion, 

because when he says: "What are they lacking? They've got everything. Every child would 

like to be like them," his is showing his lack of awareness of his coercive influence over 

them. 

 

 

24.  He gets irritated if they make problems for him 

 

Today we heard from N. about T., a ten-year-old relative who, whenever he doesn't get his 

way throws a tantrum. T. is the oldest child and has two sisters and a brother, none of whom 

have this problem. He's a pampered child whose parents give him everything, she says. N. 

says that other people annoy him on purpose, and then he can't stop himself and has to 

explode in order to calm down. He becomes violent, throws things and swears. During an 

attack it's impossible to calm him, and both adults and children are scared of him. When he 

calms down he says that he deserves to be punished. His parents also don't believe that he can 



control himself. In general, T. is a bright child, gets good grades and participates actively in 

class.  

Student A: What sort of relationship does he have with his siblings? 

N: Usually things are fine, but if they make problems for him he gets irritated.  

Student B: Why do they make problems for him? 

N: Probably because they are envious that he is successful and gets high grades.  

Lecturer: It sounds that you are also on T's side: "make problems for him", "are envious of 

him". 

N: (Smiling) Yes, it's impossible not to love him. In class the teachers and his classmates love 

him, but at home he has no friends and plays on the computer the whole time. 

Student C: If he doesn't have friends in the village, that's bad. 

Lecturer: Maybe in class the teachers set more limits for him than at home, and therefore he 

is able to deal with frustration and to control himself. In class, he's not the firstborn son. 

Student D: Do his siblings have friends in the village? 

N: Yes. 

Student D: And the parents? 

N: They have many friends from work, but prefer to socialize with relatives. 

Student E: Are his siblings also pampered? 

N: Yes, but T. is more pampered, because he's the oldest.  

Student F: How do his parents react when he flares up? 

N: They try to understand what caused him to get angry. They do what they can to calm him 

down and explain to him that problems should be solved without exploding, but it doesn't 

help. 

Student G: At what age did the problem begin? 

N: When he was five. 

Student H: What's his relationship with his grandparents? 

N: They also pamper him and give him everything he asks for. 

Student I: How will he manage when he grows up – at work or in other places? Can this 

problem be treated later on in life? 

Lecturer: It's better to treat it now. The difficulty arises from the fact that the parents identify 

very strongly with their oldest son, give him everything and don’t believe that he should have 

to deal with frustration. The absence of limits is harmful for him and will affect him in the 

future. We have already come across this in other cases that have been brought for 



discussion. Sometimes the youngest child can be harmed because of excessive  pampering. In 

this case it is the oldest child who is pampered. He is not being required to deal with 

frustration, a process that is essential for growth and for life in general. What is interesting 

here is that N's description of the situation gives us a clear indication of where the difficulty 

lies. N. is a relative of T., and she seems to relate to him as all members of the family do – 

with a feeling that he is different from other children, that the reason people irritate him is 

because they are envious of him, and that he truly is not capable of, and probably doesn't 

need to control himself. Naturally, if this is how he is perceived, there is little likelihood of 

his learning to control himself. Tell me N., does what I say make sense to you? 

N: (Smiling) Yes, I do relate to him in this way. Everyone does.  

Lecturer: Do you think you could adopt a more authoritative approach toward him, and also 

convey this message to other members of the family? You can tell them about the discussion 

in the class and what was said here. 

N: Yes, I'll explain to them where T's difficulties arise from, and I'll try not to smile during 

his violent attacks. But I have a question: How come he's a good student if he can't deal with 

frustration? 

Lecturer: Well, the mental world is complex, and its laws are not exactly clear, as they are in 

mathematics. I assume that his outbursts and his inability to control himself will bother him 

in the future when he encounters challenges that require greater concentration and restraint, 

and possibly they are already bothering him. But it's also definitely possible that his 

difficulties will remain confined to family relationships. Even this problem, however, justifies 

treatment. 

 

 

25. So, should we tell the boys to start helping?! 

 

Today A. told us about her ten-year-old daughter C's fears. C. is the only girl in the family, 

and has two older and two younger brothers. They live in a two-storey home and C. is afraid 

to go up to the second storey alone. She needs a bodyguard, says A., who will walk ahead of 

her and switch on the light. She is not prepared to stay at home alone. When C. wants to 

shower or change clothes, she says, "come with me, mom", and if she forgets something in 

her room, she will ask one of her brothers to get it for her. She's scared both during the day 

and at night, and it's very difficult for us. Apart from that, she's a very good girl who helps 



with everything around the house, especially with her little brother. She's the only one who 

helps me, because the others are all boys. She's very disciplined, respectful and shy in class, 

and gentle with her friends. 

Student A: Maybe it's because of the scary movies she watches? 

A: We've forbidden her to watch those kinds of movies, but it doesn't help. 

Student B: Let her watch movies that show the funny side of fear, or those that explain how 

horror movies are made. 

Student C: Maybe her brothers frighten her? 

A: Sometimes her oldest brother suddenly shouts when she comes up the stairs, and she 

immediately runs down crying. 

Student D: Maybe someone is threatening her? 

A: Not that I know of. But I don't think so, because she tells me everything. 

Student E: Maybe she has a toy in her room that frightens her. 

A: I don't think so. 

Student F: Show her that there's no one upstairs. Go upstairs with her until she gets used to it. 

A: She knows that there's no one upstairs, but it doesn't help. The fear gets the better of her. 

Student G: When did it all begin? Maybe someone frightened her once? 

A: It started about a year ago. Maybe something frightened her, but she didn't tell me. 

Lecturer: Does she sometimes express anger or dissatisfaction? 

A: Very seldom. It's not part of her nature. Sometimes she says that she envies her brothers 

because she is responsible for all the household work, and they are not required to help in any 

way. 

Lecturer: It seems to me that C. is so kind and sweet, because she is keeping all her anger 

inside. Fear is sometimes anger directed toward one's self. In other words, anger that is not 

expressed outwardly is liable to turn into fears and anxieties of various kinds, as has 

happened to C. It's not easy for her to be the only daughter in the family and to bear the 

burden of household work without help from her brothers. She is envious of them, but doesn't 

dare express her anger toward her parents, who are responsible for this arrangement. In this 

way she pays the price of the repressed anger, which turns into anxieties and fears. I 

recommend encouraging her to talk about her feelings. Tell her that it's legitimate to get 

angry and feel deprived in her situation.  

A: So, should we tell the boys to start helping? 



Lecturer: I recommend helping C. in two ways simultaneously. First: help her express her 

frustration. This ventilation of feelings, especially releasing the anger, should lead to a rapid 

improvement in her condition. Second: change the arrangements at home so that C. will feel 

less deprived. We are talking here about cultural changes that need to be made for C's benefit, 

but in my humble opinion, the change will also benefit her brothers. It's important that they 

should also get used to more equality between the sexes. As we saw in previous examples, 

the son who enjoys too many privileges lands up paying the price in the end. Today C. has to 

assume too much responsibility and display too much self-control, whereas the demands 

made on the boys in these areas are insufficient for their development. I hope I am showing 

appropriate cultural sensitivity, because we are talking about age-old customs of men and 

women's roles that didn't begin yesterday. But even a slight change will benefit C., because 

the very willingness to help her is highly significant. It's important to bear in mind that the 

source of many fears, which are known as phobias in professional language, lies in 

aggression that cannot express itself. In this case we can think in terms of a physical force 

whose path is blocked; the force then has to turn inward and the person feels he is being 

attacked. Sometimes this repressed aggression is transformed into psychosomatic problems, a 

situation in which a person feels he has various physical problems. For example, instead of 

becoming angry with his surroundings, he will feel heart pain or shortness of breath. A 

culture that prohibits women from expressing aggression increases the likelihood that they 

will experience  phobias and psychosomatic phenomena, because the anger has to go 

somewhere. According to the law of conservation of energy, the anger cannot simply 

disappear. For this reason, I assume that in traditional society we will find more instances of 

phobias and psychosomatic phenomena among women than among men. The more gentle 

and considerate the girl, the more everybody will say what a good girl she is, while the 

psychologist is likely to say that she is repressing aggression. You need to bear in mind that 

she is liable to pay a personal price for her niceness, as is happening to C. 

 

 

26.  When someone is too nice… 

 

S. told us about her twelve-year-old daughter A. who has trouble falling asleep at night on 

account of fears. A. has a ten-year-old sister and two younger brothers. It all started about six 

months ago when our house was broken into, says S. The younger daughter became anxious 



and depressed after the break-in but later recovered. A., on the other hand, showed no signs 

of distress after the event. She's a successful, clever, beautiful and sensitive child, just perfect. 

About three months ago she began having difficulties falling asleep. She says that she is 

scared. When we ask her what's frightening her, she says she doesn't know, but that 

something is bothering her. She is simply no longer the same child. She refuses to get into 

bed unless we are there, and then she doesn’t stop calling out to us to see if we are still 

awake. We aren't allowed to fall asleep before she does. When anyone leaves the house, she 

keeps asking when he is coming back. Her grades at school have also dropped significantly. 

When something offends her or scares her, she bursts into tears and says that she has a pain in 

her stomach. Generally she cries a lot, which she didn't do in the past. How can I help her, S. 

asks the class? 

Student A: How is A. with her younger brothers? 

S: Wonderful. She gives them far more attention than her sister does. She plays with them a 

lot. 

Lecturer: Why do you ask? 

Student B: Maybe S. demands too much responsibility from A. and this makes it difficult for 

her. 

S: She herself asks to help me with the boys and with the house. She also helps her sister with 

her homework. 

Lecturer: I get the impression that C. is trying really hard to be okay. After the break-in she 

managed to pretend that everything was fine, as opposed to her sister, who reacted more 

naturally. After all, having people break into one's home is very scary, especially for children. 

And now all the fear is coming out, and she can't control it. 

S: I'm the same. When my brother died a few years ago, I didn't feel anything in the 

beginning, and afterwards I got depressed, and it continued for a few months. I'm the oldest, 

and I felt responsible for him. 

Lecturer: (I looked at S., who seemed so dignified and restrained, and I could imagine how 

difficult it would be for her to burden others with her distress and to express anger) Maybe A. 

has learned this pattern from you, or she believes that you expect her to behave in this 

restrained manner. Possibly it's a bit easier for her to take care of herself during the day but at 

night everything comes out. I suggest that you try to talk to her about her feelings and allow 

her to get them out. It is especially important that she be encouraged to release the anger, 



because this repressed anger is probably the source of the fears, as we have mentioned before. 

If it's hard for her to speak, it might help if she could express her feelings through drawing.  

Student C: Maybe talking about these things will make the situation worse, and she will 

become even more scared. 

Lecturer: The worst is often what we are most scared to talk about. 

S: Maybe I should take her to a clinical psychologist, because the educational counselor who 

talked with A. a few times didn't help her. 

Lecturer: Therapy is a possibility. Maybe a few sessions will be sufficient. The psychologist 

will help A. to express her feelings. As soon as she is able to express them in words she'll feel 

better and some of the fears will disappear. She should be encouraged to express the anger 

she feels, for example, about all the housework that she does at home, or anger toward her 

parents, or anger about anything she may be repressing. When she is able to get angry, the 

fears will vanish. 

 If we look in detail at S's description of her daughter A., we see a personality structure 

that is inwardly directed and has difficulty in expressing anger. You began by saying, "she's a 

successful, clever, beautiful and sensitive child, just perfect." In other words, a girl who does 

not express anger and frustration, and makes life easy and comfortable for everyone around 

her, but at her expense. The fears could be of different kinds and could be triggered by any 

incident – in your case, possibly the break-in. What is important is not the incident, but rather 

the personality pattern that keeps repeating itself – a girl who is nice outwardly, but inwardly 

is in some kind of pain. Because this situation is convenient for everyone and everyone is 

delighted with her, no one is aware that it comes at a price. Just as it is hard to think that 

someone who is aggressive is actually experiencing difficulties, so it is hard to think that 

someone who is nice is paying a price. In the case of A., the unexpressed anger is also 

transformed into stomach aches, in other words, a psychosomatic phenomenon. Stomach 

aches, like fears, are a kind of attack a person carries out on himself, which takes the place of 

expressing anger against the other. When A. asks to help with the various tasks around the 

house, you should tell her that she doesn't have to. She doesn't have to be nicer than her sister. 

She doesn't have to help you on a regular basis at home, or help with the boys, or help her 

sister with her homework. You should explain to her that everyone is sometimes dissatisfied 

or angry with others, and that it's perfectly all right to express this. I would encourage her to 

stop being so nice and so perfect. Everyone indeed sees her as pleasant and easy going; the 

only one who doesn't see her in this way is she herself.  



 

 

27.  Maybe it's simply her nature 

 

Today P. told us about her seven-year-old relative R., whose siblings are much older than her, 

and because of this she gets everything at home that she wants. Her mother had a 

hysterectomy after R's birth due to complications. R. is the little, pampered child – goes to 

sleep when she wants to, and when she wants to play on the computer, the older ones give in 

to her. P. says she gives R. presents that she doesn't give the other cousins, and lets her play 

with her cellular phone, which the other children in the extended family are not allowed to 

do. R. simply does what she wants at home, and never hears the word "no!", says P., but in 

class she is very shy. She sits quietly and doesn't participate in the lessons. R's parents are 

academics. They invest a lot in the children, and the family is economically well-off. The 

parents' extended family also continually pampers R. She's a clever child, always active at 

home and in the homes of people she knows, such as relatives and friends, and plays with all 

the children. She also participates in the adults' discussions where she shows how clever and 

well-developed she is for her age. She excels in language and arithmetic, and prepares her 

homework diligently. In class, however, when the teacher asks her a question, she refuses to 

answer. She also doesn't fit in socially with the class and has few friends. The parents have 

spoken to the teacher several times about R's relationship with the other children, but the 

problem still remains. She continues to be a very clever girl at home, and very introverted and 

closed at school. 

Student A: Do the parents have a good relationship? 

P: They have a close and warm relationship. 

Student B: Maybe it's simply her nature? 

Lecturer: Possibly she can be helped to change a bit. I'm sure she doesn't enjoy being shy in 

class.  

Student C: I think that the mother's operation, and the fact that she can't have any more 

children causes her to give R. everything. 

Lecturer: It's very possible. R. is not used to hearing "no!" and is not used to dealing with 

prohibitions. In class there are prohibitions, and this leads her to become withdrawn and 

bashful. This is also true with regard to friends. When she doesn't have the support of the 

family, it's difficult for her to stand on her own two feet and fight for her rights.  



Student D: I know a girl who is pampered at home, but is supremely confident outside the 

home. 

Lecturer: A surplus of pampering and excessive self-confidence always exact a price in the 

form of lack of confidence in other areas. 

Student D: Yes, she is very shy in new situations. 

Lecturer: I would recommend that the parents set limits for her at home that are appropriate 

for her age. She shouldn't go to sleep when she wants to, and she shouldn't get to play on the 

computer the minute she asks. There are other people in the family as well. I'm also not sure 

whether she should participate in conversations of people older than herself. At home she 

doesn't really have to accept her actual age, and therefore in class she behaves with a level of 

shyness below what is expected for her age. When R. gets used to hearing "no!" at home, she 

won't withdraw so much into herself and become bashful when she encounters authority in 

the classroom, and will be less scared of competing with her classmates. I invite you to put 

yourselves in R's shoes and to try to understand her inner experience. Try always to put 

yourselves in the shoes of the person you are discussing in order to feel what he is feeling. 

Imagine that you come from a home in which you get whatever you ask for, and don't ever 

hear the word "no". When you come into a classroom with many children and where you 

don't have any privileges, you'll find it difficult because you weren't properly prepared. It's 

true that R. is well-developed for her age in various areas, but she is less capable of 

overcoming her shyness, accepting limits, and coming to terms with a "no" than her 

classmates and other children of her age. Again we encounter the high price that children pay 

when there is no equality among the children at home. And it's often the most-pampered child 

who is most harmed. 

P: I understand that I have to treat her the same way I treat the other children in the family. I 

shouldn't give her more presents than the others, and if I allow her to play with my cellular 

phone, I have to let the others play as well. 

Lecturer: That's right. In democratic Western societies it is usually obvious to parents and 

other members of the family that they have to maintain equality between the children. This is 

often less understood in traditional-collective societies where the parents tend to respond to 

their own emotional needs (for example, pampering the youngest child, because this is what 

the parent feels like doing, or giving preference to the sons over the daughters). 

 

 



 

28.  Mountain out of a molehill 

 

Today S. told us about her son's second-grade teacher who insists that her pupils copy exactly 

what she writes on the board. For example, she asked the pupils to write in their notebooks 

the name of a fruit. Afterwards she wrote the word "orange" on the blackboard, and ordered 

the pupils to erase the name of the fruit they had written, and replace it with the word 

"orange". In another instance, she decided that the Hebrew letter "aleph" should be written 

with the semi-circle of the letter touching the line, and forced my son to alter what he had 

written in his notebook, simply because this is the way she writes it. I went to talk to the 

principal and explained to her that the teacher is destroying the pupils' creativity by wanting 

them to think the way she does, but nothing came of it. Afterwards I also tried to talk to the 

teacher, but it didn't help. It's the teacher's nature, says S. I think that other parents pay less 

attention to their children's notebooks and to their studies, but because I myself am a teacher, 

I notice these things. S. asks us what she should do. Should she tell her son to do what seems 

correct to him or do what the teacher wants, even though he is a clever child who learns well 

and trusts his own judgment? I don't want to fight with the teacher, but I also don't want to 

jeopardize my son's development, she says. Once, when my son tried to hold his ground, the 

teacher insisted that he do what she demands. Since then, my son does what the teacher 

wants; he erases his correct answers and copies the teacher's answers. 

Student A: You shouldn't have gone straight to the principal, because now the teacher could 

take revenge on your son. 

Student B: You could have spoken to the teacher without the child knowing and without 

involving him. 

Student C: You could have spoken to the teacher in order to create a good relationship with 

her without trying to solve a particular problem. 

Student D: You shouldn't have budged. Tell the child that the teacher made a mistake, speak 

to the teacher about this, and don't give up.  

Student E: You're a teacher yourself and you should have known not to approach the 

principal. You have to understand that you are making a mountain out of a molehill. 

Lecturer: Student A. fears that the teacher will take revenge, and feels that the principal 

should not be involved in these matters. Student B. thinks that you should go over the head of 

the pupil and without his knowledge, even though the whole matter concerns him. However, 



we want to teach him how to fish and not just give him a fish, that is to say, to teach him to 

solve problems and not solve problems for him, because this will leave him dependent on us 

for ever. Student C. hints at an action to curry favor with the teacher, to create a good 

relationship with her without mentioning the problem. Student D., maybe out of fear, declares 

a world war, and Student E. reprimands S. and blames her for everything. S., for her part, has 

presented two options: either the teacher surrenders or her son surrenders. Since the teacher is 

not going to give in, her son has no choice but to accept defeat. I would like to point to a 

direction in which no one has to surrender. Her son will not surrender, because she will speak 

to him and explain the teacher's handicaps. In class he will do what the teacher demands out 

of consideration toward her and an understanding of her limitations, and not because he 

thinks she is correct, in the hope that next year he will have a better teacher who will give 

him more scope to express himself. In this way, not only will S's son not lose his creativity, 

but will also learn something about other people's limitations. In light of this, I would begin 

by talking to the child and not with the people in his surroundings. Obviously one should be 

able to talk without fear to the principal and the teacher. However, if you initiate a discussion 

with your son, you will hear how he sees and understands the situation; you will be able to 

explain the teacher's limitations to him, and you will teach him how to deal with similar 

problems in the future. After all, we know that many schools in traditional society do not 

encourage independent and creative thinking. You can tell him what you as a mother think 

about the teacher's teaching style in order to nurture his critical faculties. At the same time 

you can explain to him that it's impossible to change the teacher and that it's not worthwhile 

arguing with her. In the meantime, your son will inhabit two worlds; in class he will do what 

the teacher asks of him, but will understand that he is responding to the teacher's disability. 

By the way, it seems to me that this is what your son is doing, only that you, S., don't yet 

know it.  

 

 

29.  Bad milk 

 

M. is eight-years-old, H., a relative tells us. He is the first-born child and his birth was a gift 

to the whole family, something that everyone celebrated with pride and joy. He was showered 

with love and everyone around him busied themselves answering his every need. When he 

cried, people came running to see what was wrong, to figure out the reason for the crying and 



how to help. M's father was also a gift for the grandparents, and was treated as the spoiled 

youngest child who carried on living in his parents' home with his wife and his first-born son. 

M's grandparents treated their daughter-in-law the same way as they treated their son. M. has 

younger siblings. When M. was six-months-old the problems began. He started to suffer from 

vomiting, diarrhea and skin rashes. The family reached the conclusion that the mother's milk 

was bad and that this was the cause of the problems, so she stopped nursing. The family 

consulted doctors who couldn't find any explanation for the problem, and it later transpired 

that M. had developed some sort of allergy. He was treated with many medications but they 

didn't help and he suffered from severe pain during his early-childhood years. H. said that the 

doctors prohibited him from eating most types of food, including milk products, and he 

became a crying, irritable and physically weak child. The atmosphere in the home 

deteriorated. The grandparents accused the mother of treating the child with apathy and 

neglect, and she, for her part, felt that they were interfering too much. In those years everyone 

felt sorry for M. and gave him everything he wanted. At home M. got used to having all his 

wishes totally fulfilled, and would have angry outbursts anytime that he didn't get what he 

wanted. He completely took over the house, says S., and would break dishes and furniture 

whenever he felt frustrated. 

 Gradually his physical condition improved and the number of prohibited foods was 

reduced. When he started going to school a pattern emerged of a very shy child in class, and a 

wild child at home. Recently the grandmother has been trying to set limits and she is locked 

in conflict with him, while the mother lets him do what he wants, so that there is a 

considerable gap in the way authority figures relate to him. H. asks us how she can help M. 

Student A: Did the mother nurse M. when she was pregnant with the second child? This is 

forbidden. Maybe this is the source of the problem. 

Lecturer: It's not forbidden; the milk simply stops at the start of pregnancy. 

Student B: Maybe the teacher or some child in the class said something that offended him, 

and since then he has become shy in class. 

Lecturer: We are discussing M's development. It's unlikely that some statement, however 

hurtful, could shape his personality. We have already mentioned this several times. 

Personality grows and develops over the course of many years of contact with parents and the 

environment. I would like to encourage you not to think in terms of a one-time event that is 

meant to explain everything, a kind of destiny that cannot be changed, but rather to think in 

terms of family relationships that can be changed and shaped over the years. 



Lecturer: Why did the mother stop nursing? 

H: Because the family decided that the problems were a result of the milk. 

Lecturer: It sounds as if she accepted the family's decision without feeling there was anything 

she could say. All in all, this story sounds strange, a bit fantastic, more of a legend than a 

clear statement of facts. (Turning to the class) Do you hear what I'm hearing? This is not the 

first time that you have brought cases that seem to me to have the quality of a dream in which 

the facts are far from clear. I assume that the people in the family have the same feeling that 

we in this class do – more fiction than facts. Through the story, H. is transmitting the family's 

feelings to us. This situation brings about a lack of integration, similar to what happens in 

dreams. In a dream we are unable to contain our feelings, to set limits and consider things 

logically. For this reason it's very important to insist on facts. What really happened? What 

did the doctors actually say? What really were the findings? Was the mother's milk indeed 

not good? Maybe it was only insufficient, which is an entirely different story. A few minutes 

ago, Student A. said something that I, coincidentally, know to be incorrect, namely that it is 

forbidden to nurse during pregnancy. If we were to agree with this statement, we would have 

to blame the mother for harming her child. Ladies and gentlemen, what is crucial are facts, 

and more facts, and even more facts, which have to be clear and precise so that we won't be 

living in a dream world, but rather in reality. Only through knowing what is really going on 

can we get things into order and help the family. 

H: Yes, many things are unclear. I'm only bringing the story as I know it, the way the family 

tells it. 

Lecturer: The mother's feeling that her milk is bad for her son could be extremely painful. It's 

as if her motherhood has been taken away from her. Maybe this is why she has become 

apathetic toward her son and finds it difficult to set limits for him. 

H: I know the mother. Until M. reached the age of six months she wasn't like this, but all his 

illnesses caused her to lose heart.  

Lecturer: Maybe it's not only the illnesses, but also her feeling that she is not a good-enough 

mother, given all his illnesses. If people would have encouraged her, she might have felt she 

was coping well with a very difficult situation. Also, it's important for the grandmother and 

the mother to agree on how M. should be raised. Since many families in traditional society 

live in an extended-family setting, it's important to try to understand the influence of this 

form of child-raising on the child. In the absence of agreement between authority figures, the 

child doesn't internalize prohibitions, as he does when there is a single parent or a parent 



couple that work in harmony. The child learns to be manipulative because all he has to do is 

go to the "good" figure in order to get what he wants. What is undermined is the child's 

ability to internalize the "no", instead of which a manipulative ability develops. A situation of 

this kind could also be created in Western society when the parents are not in agreement, but 

there is a greater likelihood of it being created in collective society in which uncles, aunts, 

grandfathers and grandmothers are all involved in the child's education. In M's case, it is clear 

that the mother has to regain her sense of being a capable mother, and it is also clear that M. 

needs limits. I want you to bear in mind that no disability or difficulty justifies adopting an 

attitude of pity toward the child in which he permitted to do anything he wishes. Raising a 

child in a fantasy world in which everything is permitted as compensation for his suffering 

causes the child further damage. You always have to find the balance between the demands 

you make on the child and how much you understand and make allowances for because of his 

condition. H., do you think you could talk to the family and explain to them that they have to 

coordinate among themselves? 

H: I'll try, but I'm not optimistic about the current situation. 

Lecturer: If limits are not set for M. at home, he will continue to be insecure and shy in class 

where he is not the first-born child who gets everything. We have already seen this in 

previous cases. 

 

 

 

TEACHERS TALK 

 

30.  This is how children build themselves 

 

Today L., a first-grade teacher in a school with a Western-modern orientation, told us about 

T., a pupil in her class. T. is the firstborn of five children in a family from a traditional 

background. He behaves very violently in school, is involved in endless fights, and even 

strangles children in a way that could be life-threatening. During breaks, a staff member is 

always in the vicinity to prevent dangerous situations. We called in the parents in order to 

inform them about the seriousness of the situation, says L. The mother seemed to understand 

the problem and wanted to cooperate, but the father refused to accept the assertion that his 

son behaves violently. He claimed that one cannot call a first-grade child violent, and that 



only mature people can be called violent. Until then, according to him, "they are children, and 

this is how they build themselves up." 

 A short time later, T's father left home. During this period L. initiated many discussions 

with T. with the aim of improving their relationship and working with him on developing an 

internal locus of control. Other staff members also helped to contain T., spoke to him and 

helped him to find ways of restraining himself. T's progress was impressive. He cooperated 

and his school grades improved. 

 A few months later the father returned home, and we immediately detected a 

deterioration in T's behavior. The mother, who visited the school from time to time, claimed 

that T's education was important to the father and that he devotes a great deal of time and 

energy to it. She said that he talks to T. frequently about how important respect is in order for 

him to grow up to become a successful man. The mother refused to accept the connection 

between the resumption of T's violent behavior and his father's talks about respect. 

 In a discussion I conducted with the father, he explained the main points of his 

educational theory with regard to respect. "If a child looks at my son in a cheeky, arrogant, 

superior manner, not to mention if he swears, doesn't show respect, pushes him, hits him etc, 

my son has to react strongly with his fists, so that the other children will learn to respect him. 

If he doesn't win their respect now he never will, which would mean that my son won't be a 

man." 

 L. tried to respond to how the father perceives the issue of respect. She told him that 

respect is also important in Western society, possibly with slight modifications. In one of the 

discussions in which T. was also present, the father asked him to tell about an incident in 

which he was accused of being violent. 

Father: What did he do to you? 

T: He swore at me. 

Father: What did he say? 

T: "What are you pushing me for, you retard?" 

Father: What did you do? (In a threatening tone) 

T: I beat him up. 

Father: Well done. 

L. tried to tell the father that this type of behavior is unacceptable in the school, but the father 

got angry and said that his son had to behave in that way. "I saw how 'torn' the boy was 

between two different cultures," said L., "the family on the one hand and the school on the 



other. I sensed his helplessness and felt sorry for him." She then decided to ask T. to wait 

outside so that she could speak to the father alone. 

 The father looked annoyed and shouted that he is not prepared to compromise on how 

his son should be educated. He then said to L: "If you were walking on the street and 

someone called your mother 'a whore', wouldn't you ask your family to deal with him or 

report him to the police?" L. replied that if this happened she would continue on her way and 

take no notice, but would be alert to what was going on around her. The father got angry and 

said that we in the school have no respect for ourselves, and the fact that L. wouldn't react 

strongly immediately shows that we don't know what respect is.  

 The discussion ended by the father saying it would be better if he left before he 

explodes, because then L. would have to call the police. L. complied with this and ended the 

discussion. A week later, L. initiated another private discussion with the father in which she 

praised his ability to stop in time and to restrain himself. L. used his behavior to demonstrate 

to him what she and the school were doing to enable T. to develop what they call an "internal 

locus of control". This was a turning point. From here onward the work with the father started 

to improve, and the discussion ended with a feeling of cooperation.  

 Two weeks later T. arrived at school with a knife. The parents were brought in and said 

they don't understand what's so serious, that it's only a game, and that we take everything too 

seriously. We informed them that we had reported the matter to the welfare authorities and 

that the parents would be summoned for a discussion. Both parents got very angry. The 

discussion ended on a somewhat hostile note, but also on the understanding that we are 

obliged to report such cases. L. had the feeling that despite the difficulties, the father does 

respect authority and the law and that invoking these could be very effective. 

 In the past month, T. seems to have calmed down somewhat. Our impression is that the 

father has moderated his comments to T. about violence, and that recently he also repeats 

some of our key sentences to his son. 

 I would like to draw attention to a few salient points in L's effective intervention: 

1. The teacher was able to show the father that he could be an excellent role model for his 

son by demonstrating the ability to restrain himself. The compliment paid to the father 

seems to have changed his attitude. 

2. The teacher's personal discussions with the father, without T. being present, were 

important and helped to advance the process. In Western society we tend not to talk to 

the parent behind the child's back, on the assumption that we want to develop the child's 



autonomy. In traditional cultures, however, it is acceptable to do this, since respecting 

authority takes precedence over egalitarianism. In his son's presence, the father has to 

maintain his status and dignity, and thus finds it difficult to adopt the position of one 

who listens, learns, and doesn't know. Thus in working with people from traditional 

societies, it is recommended to talk separately and more often with the parents. 

3. Resorting to the law and authority is important in encounters with people in traditional 

society. Sometimes, without these clear statements, you won't be able to get the 

message across.  

4. The father repeats key sentences he hears from the school teacher to his son. Repetition 

is an acceptable way of learning in traditional societies, and because it facilitates 

identification with authority, people (in this case the father) should be encouraged to 

use it. 

 

 

31.  The child who found his mother drugged 

 

Ten-year-old S's father died three years ago, but despite this S. continued to be the top of his 

class. He was gifted in arithmetic, helped the other pupils, and was even active in organizing 

various school events through the students' council. When a child had a problem he would 

approach S., the teacher told us, and S. would take him under his wing like an older brother 

and try to help him. For example, if one of the pupils quarreled with a friend, he would ask S. 

to patch things up between them, and there were even cases in which children asked him to 

speak to the teacher on their behalf.  

 After the semester vacation, S. returned to class a different child. He didn't listen during 

lessons, put his head down on the table as if he were dozing, and during breaks the teachers 

started hearing complaints: "Teacher, S. did this to me, S. broke my …, S. hit me." The 

children started to keep away from him, and his grades also dropped drastically. The teacher 

telephoned the mother to find out what was wrong, because clearly something had happened 

to S. The mother answered that everything was all right, that she hadn't noticed anything 

special, and added that recently he had been slightly ill, and that she would send a doctor's 

note to the school. S's deterioration continued, both in his learning and in his behavior. 

Finally, after consulting with the principal, the teacher decided to talk to S's paternal aunt. S. 

is very close to his father's family, even though his mother had broken off contact with the 



family. They love him very much and take care of him. The aunt told the teacher that S's 

mother had become engaged to a drug dealer. One day S. arrived home to find them drugged, 

and his deterioration probably started then.  

 What should be done with S., the teacher asked the class? The class was in an uproar: 

How can a mother behave like that? Others asked: How can she give up on her child and 

think only about herself? What about the relatives, why don't they help? They have to be 

involved. Indeed, the boy went to live with his late father's parents, the teacher said. What 

else did you do as a teacher? What did the principal do, the students wanted to know? You 

should talk to the pupils and ask them to accept him in the same way as they did in the past. 

Also, you should talk to the teachers and the school counselor.  

Lecturer: I have the feeling that you don't see S. as an independent and separate child who 

should be spoken to in his own right. You see him as part of an extended family that has to 

take care of him. It's not coincidental that the teacher approached the aunt, and she really did 

provide important information. All of you as well, based on your experience, expect the 

extended family and the social network to be significantly involved in helping S. In 

traditional society this is indeed an appropriate expectation. Nevertheless, I would like to 

suggest another option that you always forget to raise, namely to speak to S. himself, to ask 

him what's going on with him and whether there is anything he would like us to help him 

with. "But he'll obviously feel ashamed and won't know what to say," one of the students 

said. Another said, "he has never  been asked what he thinks; he'll feel confused." You may 

be right, I said, and then we can always go back and make use of all the helpful suggestions 

you brought up. However, there is nothing wrong with asking S. himself what is wrong, and 

it could possibly give us directions of how to help that we hadn't though about previously.  

 I then asked the class: "If you were ten-years-old S., which of you would like things to 

be put in order without speaking to you about it, and which of you would like someone to ask 

your opinion?" About half the students wanted things to be arranged without consulting them. 

They said the situation would be too embarrassing from their point of view. In this way we 

are raising a passive child who is not involved in shaping his life and his destiny, I protested. 

Even if my child wanted this, I wouldn't allow it. Now it seemed that more students agreed 

with me that not speaking to him about the issue was a problematic recipe for S's upbringing 

and his future. I suggested asking him simple, non-threatening questions. First, you could ask 

him to tell you a bit about what he does in the afternoons and who he plays with. Then, you 

could ask him if there's anything you could help him with. You could suggest various options 



of concrete help that he might agree to, and in this way deepen the relationship with him. 

There is nothing more frightening for a child than the feeling that even adults are scared to 

talk to him about what happened at home, because then he gets the impression that what has 

happened is so terrible that it cannot even be put into words. For him the reality is that all the 

older people are avoiding any  mention of what happened to him. I have repeated many times 

this important principle: "nothing is more frightening than the thing we are frightened to talk 

about." 

 

 

32.  What do you say when someone wishes you a "happy holiday"? 

 

Today M. told us about A., a first-grade pupil, who is having great difficulty learning. She 

coaches him in the afternoons as an extra-lesson teacher, and notices how hard it is for him to 

write, read, memorize, hold the pencil properly, and other elementary tasks. A. is part of a 

complicated family situation. His father divorced his first wife and married A's mother, with 

whom he had two children, A. and his three-year-old sister H. The father's first wife died 

about two years ago, leaving two boys, aged thirteen and eleven. The older boy has been sent 

to various boarding schools because of behavior problems, and the younger one refuses to go 

to school. H. is a successful, lively and happy little girl who grasps things easily thanks to the 

father's sisters who have, in a way, adopted her. She spends much of her time in their home 

where she is showered with attention and love. One day I got a shock, M. says. It was festival 

season and I'd been working with A. for a few hours. When we finished and he was about to 

leave for home I said to him, "happy holiday A". He looked at me and said with a kind of 

embarrassed laugh that he doesn't know how to reply to something like that. At this point M. 

suddenly realized how pervasive the neglect of A. was, that he hadn't even been taught the 

basic rules of social behavior. The class immediately agreed with M. that not knowing how to 

respond to such a greeting in their society is a sign of serious neglect at home. And indeed, 

M. said, recently the mother had left home and had gone to live with her parents for two 

months because she had quarreled with her husband. When M. approached her and told her 

how bad A's situation was, the mother replied that she wasn't worried and that everything was 

fine. M's impression was that both the parents were rather unsophisticated and shallow. Even 

though money is no problem for them, they seemed to have no idea what it meant to raise 

children. Given this background, A's behavior is indeed exemplary – he is a good child who 



always helps his mother and carries things home from the grocer. He also relates well to M. 

and evokes a strong desire in her to help him. I said that if he is able to forge a good 

relationship with an authority figure such as a teacher and to arouse positive feelings in her 

toward him, then he can't be such a damaged child. The students suggested talking to the 

father's sisters and asking them to take A. under their wing as they do with his sister, so that 

he too will benefit from a close, loving relationship. It was also suggested that the teacher or 

the counselor invite the father, who seems more accessible, to the school and to explain to 

him his son's emotional and learning difficulties, in the hope that he will listen and cooperate 

with them. 

 I told the students that parents in Western society have a different expectation of the 

teacher than do parents in traditional society. In traditional society, not only does the 

extended family participate in raising the child and accept advice and help from relatives and 

neighbors, but the parents also expect the teacher to take more responsibility and advise them 

what to do. Western parents are liable to be offended if a teacher interferes in their 

childraising, while a parent in traditional society probably expects intervention of this kind. A 

traditional parent does not come from a society characterized by separateness and 

independence in which the home and the school are different worlds. He often comes from a 

village, in which the teacher is almost part of the family. Similarly, a teacher, from the 

parent's point of view, is someone who knows, while he often regards himself as someone 

who doesn't know. Therefore I agreed with the students that the father should be invited to 

the school, and that an attempt should also be made to invite the mother, and instruct her 

regarding A. The fact that the teacher relates to the child and gives him a feeling of 

importance, also enhances his importance in his parents' eyes. In this way the teacher serves 

as a model of giving attention to the boy. 

 Western teachers working with traditional families need to be aware of this difference, 

namely that the traditional family expects more contact with the teacher and more 

involvement regarding the children. On the other hand, teachers from traditional society need 

to bear in mind that Western parents expect less contact and instruction from the teacher and 

the school. They come from a society in which individuals are separate and independent, and 

they thus expect the teachers to concentrate exclusively on their teaching role. Toward the 

end of the lesson, I remembered that this time I too had forgotten to suggest asking A. 

himself for his opinion. Maybe he will say that it's very important for him that we talk to his 

mother; maybe he will say that he very much wants to visit his father's sisters as his sister 



does. And maybe all he'll want is for us to teach him how to respond to the greeting "happy 

holiday", knowledge that is far more important in his society than his own private thoughts. 

 

 

33.  You have to explain to him that his mother made a mistake 

 

Today S. told the class about V., a boy in fifth grade whose grades have recently deteriorated 

and he has also frequently been absent from school. Initially S. tried to talk to V. and to find 

out what had precipitated the change, but did not obtain any relevant information. She tried to 

telephone the parents but received no answer. Finally, when she approached V's relatives and 

neighbors, it transpired that the mother had run off with her lover, and that the father had 

married another woman and had left home. V. and his little sister had gone to live with the 

grandmother, the father's mother. 

 S. stopped talking and waited. She seemed to be waiting for me to solve V's problem 

for her, or possibly hoping that the class would help. The silence continued, and I could do no 

more than feel both my own helplessness as well as that of the class. Nobody even asked a 

question. Ask S. about the boy, I suggested. We still know nothing about him. We want to get 

to know him. We want him to be present here with us in the room, living and breathing. Only 

then will we be able to help him, only out of a feeling of familiarity that arouses empathy. 

Slowly the questions emerged. 

Student A: Is he neglected? 

S: Yes. 

Student B: How does he get on with the other children? 

S: His situation is difficult. The children don't want to sit next to him. He disturbs the lessons, 

fights with the children, and has also started throwing chairs. 

Student C: Who's looking after him? 

S: The grandmother gives him food, but can't give him anything more. 

Lecturer: Does the boy arouse sympathy? 

S: Yes, I cried when I heard what was happening to him. 

Lecturer: That's a good sign, because it's easier to help a child that arouses positive feelings.  

Student D: How do the other children relate to his situation? 

S: The children keep away from him. They taunt him "you haven't got a mother", and he 

starts to fight with them. His father says his mother is a whore.  



Student H: You have to explain to V. that his mother made a mistake. 

S: I'm not prepared to say anything to him about his mother. He has to see his mother as 

someone good, and it's better for him not to know. 

Student I: What about his sister? 

S: I don't know her. 

Lecturer: So how do think V. can be helped? 

Student J: (An art teacher who also teaches A.) I know him. There's nothing that can be done 

and nothing will help. 

Lecturer: Maybe through art you could encourage him. 

Student J: Actually he draws very well. I'll hang his drawings on the door. 

S: Someone has to speak to him about what he's going through, and he should be told that he 

doesn't need to be ashamed, because he's not to blame. I try to include him in group activities 

even if the other children object. I want him to have friends. I feel sorry for him and treat him 

differently than the other children. I have already spoken to the other teachers and have asked 

them to help him. Sometimes I buy him food. The teachers collected clothes and some money 

and sent them to his grandmother.  

Lecturer: Is a social worker involved? 

S: No, there's no social worker and no outside help. I'm trying to give him positive 

reinforcements so that the children will respect him and will want to be in his company. I tell 

him, "you're a good boy and you have everything anyone would want. Behave properly with 

the children so that they won't keep away from you." I always pay attention to him and never 

ignore him. 

 The lesson was drawing to an end, and I was terrified that we hadn't managed to 

mobilize empathy for V. and that the discussion hadn't given any reason for hope. What most 

perturbed me was the fact the even after an hour of discussion, V. was not yet a defined and 

clear character that we could connect to and feel empathy toward. The truth is that intimate 

familiarity with the child is an essential condition for developing a feeling of empathy and for 

being able to help. V. wasn't present in the room. A detail here and a detail there, but an 

image had not crystallized. Another case is waiting for us in the next lesson, and V. needs 

more time for his image to reverberate within the walls of the classroom in order for us to feel 

some hope. There was no ray of light, nothing good to say about him, and even the empathy 

S. feels toward him did not manage to infect us, so that I found it difficult to imagine that it 

would stand the test of time. Even the little discussion on whether or not to tell him that his 



mother made a mistake remained strange for me. What does it matter to V? As if all his 

existence is dependent on his mother's good reputation. As if he doesn't have a life of his 

own. Maybe all he has left are memories of a mother, memories that have to be protected 

when there is no father. And we still haven't said anything about what a child whose parents 

have abandoned him feels. I wanted to tell S. how important it is for her to talk to him, simply 

talk to him, because maybe even in the traditional society in which he lives, there is not a 

single adult who actually talks to him, but I didn't tell her.  

 

 

 

34.  You can raise sheep without knowing how to read and write 

 

Twelve-year-old A., a sixth-grade pupil, is the ninth child in a family of four boys and six 

girls. His father, who suffers from alcoholism, has his own business, and his mother, a simple 

woman without any education, is a housewife. Neither has much time to devote to A. He is a 

strong and violent child who doesn't want to study, but he loves animals, especially horses 

and dogs. He says that his dog is the best thing in his family. He once threw the cat of a child 

who annoyed him off the roof. When C., the teacher, asked him why he did it, he expressed 

regret and said that since then he hadn't harmed any animals. 

 In the mornings his brothers pour water over him so that he will get up and go to 

school. His grandmother also forces him to go to school, and this is the reason he hates her. 

Whenever he comes near her home, she rejects him. He only causes trouble, she claims. A. is 

often absent from school, has no notebooks, and barely knows how to read and write. He 

sleeps through the first lessons of the day, because he goes to bed late at night. He's a bright 

child and understands things when they are explained to him, the teacher says.  

A., however, says that he wants to raise sheep, and for this he doesn’t need to read and write. 

The family is financially well off, and A. comes to school with money and candy, as well as 

with sticks and pieces of metal. He generously distributes the money and the candy to the 

other children, and also hands out blows with equal generosity. He tells his classmates that 

his sister who lives far away keeps his money so that he won't waste it. He sits alone in class 

and has only one friend. The children don't like sitting next to him because he bothers them, 

and possibly also because his clan is rejected in the village. He's good at sport, does judo and 

karate and plays football, but behaves badly when he loses a game. 



 I don't teach on Mondays, says C., so on Mondays A. doesn't want to come to school. 

He's very attached to me and makes sure the children keep quiet during my lessons. One 

teacher told him that he is a "great kid", and A. couldn't believe the compliment. Yet, 

immediately afterwards, he said something good about the teacher. Other teachers, however, 

don't relate to him. 

 C. asks what he can do to reduce A's violence, and how he can get him to enjoy school 

more. 

Student A: I'm not surprised that he's violent. It's part of his life. 

Student B: He craves contact with you. He's an adolescent and you're a father for him. 

Lecturer: Possibly institute regular meetings with him, even short ones, so that he will have a 

feeling of continuity of contact with you, and will know that he has something to look 

forward to. 

Student C: Let him tell the class about the animals and his attachment to them. This will raise 

his status. 

Student D: Perhaps he could run an animal corner in the school. 

Lecturer: Using animals to treat children with difficulties is a developing field. The close and 

warm contact that develops between the child and the animal, and the loyalty involved in the 

relationship provide the child with an experience he longs for.  

Student E: The dog that he says is the best thing in the family doesn't insult him like his older 

brothers, which is why he feels attached to it. 

C: I will also invite his parents and explain to them how much A. needs closeness. But I'm 

not sure that there is really anyone to speak to. 

Lecturer: Usually, when one of you chooses to present a case, it means that you feel some 

empathy toward the particular child. So the very act of choosing someone conveys hope. 

What is interesting about A. is that there is more than a spark of hope. He has created a good 

relationship with you, C. He says good things about the teacher who complimented him, and 

he has a friend. He expressed regret about throwing the cat off the roof, something that 

should not be underestimated in a boy of his age, and something that suggests a certain ability 

to take responsibility. Finally, he loves animals and would like to raise them in the future. So 

the situation is not all that bleak. It's true that he's violent and that he doesn't learn, but there 

is no mistaking that A. is searching for human contact. And if this is what he's searching for, 

then I think that you, C., are in the right place. We also understand how difficult it is to study 

when the prerequisite doesn't exist, namely, a stable relationship that doesn't need to be 



constantly renewed and reconfirmed. It's true that the aim of the school is to teach, but when 

we are talking about children like A., we have to exercise a certain amount of flexibility in 

order to provide the child with what he needs – warm and stable human contact. Then, and 

only then, can he abstain from his violence and make space for his studies. Take two of A's 

contradictory behaviors. In his relationship with his grandmother, he doesn't accept the limits 

she sets, because as far as she is concerned, he "only causes trouble", while in class it is he 

who keeps everyone quiet so that C. can teach. In other words, he is sometimes willing to 

bend over backwards when he feels appreciated. It thus seems that A's problem is not his 

willingness to take responsibility or to accept authority, but rather his need to feel that the 

authority is interested in his welfare. 

 

 

35.  Die or suffer 

 

Today R. told us about M., a fifth-grade pupil, who annoys his arithmetic, science, Arabic 

and Hebrew teachers, but gets on very well with his art teacher, R., and also with his music 

teacher. He's a gifted child, says R., and you just have to know how to work with him. The 

music teacher, who is also participating in our discussion, confirms R's impression, and adds 

that he is able to concentrate on music for long stretches at a time. M. wrote a letter to the 

arithmetic teacher and put it under her bag. In the letter he invites her to choose between two 

options, to die or to suffer, and he suggests that she choose death, because he intends to make 

her life a misery. R. smiles when she adds that M's behavior is undoubtedly justifiable 

because the arithmetic teacher probably harassed him. In our class of teachers, R. comes 

across as quiet, introverted and sensitive. I could easily imagine her being capable of having a 

good relationship with a pupil whom other teachers find unbearable, and of giving him space 

and respect. But her smile strongly conveys the impression of an alliance between the two of 

them, and a slightly malicious joy at the threat to the arithmetic teacher.  

 R. did not add details or background about M. but gave a precise account of the 

discussion that took place between her and the school principal about M. 

Principal: R., don't let M. out of the classroom, even during breaks. 

R: Why? What happened? 

Principal: He bothers everyone, and none of the teachers can stand him. 

R: Who said so? I feel quite the opposite? 



Principal: His teachers say he never sits still in the classroom and disturbs everyone. 

R: Excuse me, I don't believe that talk. In my art lessons he works diligently and fits in 

well with the class, and I can rely on him to carry out many tasks. He concentrates hard 

and doesn't move around the classroom. 

Principal: The arithmetic teacher is very angry and says that he always disturbs her 

lessons. As far as I am concerned, art is not a major school subject. The major subjects 

are languages, arithmetic and science. 

R. Maybe it's the teacher who's at fault, and doesn't know how to relate to him. 

Principal: You're just defending him. I disagree with you and I think you are to blame. 

You pamper him too much and you're at fault. 

R. Thank you very much, Mister principal. But before you blame me, I would like to 

ask you: What do you think of the letter the boy wrote to the arithmetic teacher about 

his feelings toward her?  

Principal: He's an undisciplined child, and I want to refer him for a psychological 

assessment. 

R: I don't want to talk any more about the matter, but we'll see later who needs a 

psychological assessment. 

R. asks the class how M. can be helped. 

Student A: His learning framework needs to be changed. He's good in music and art, so 

maybe he should be sent to a school that gives more weight to those subjects. 

R: We won't transfer him to another school. 

Student B: You need to strengthen the child's positive side, and communicate with him 

through music and art. He is able to express himself through these media, and the principal 

should not be allowed to diminish the value of these lessons. 

R: He's bored in arithmetic and language lessons because he's gifted and catches on so 

quickly. 

Student C: He needs to be given special assignments so that he won't get bored. For example, 

responsibility for tidying the classroom, or helping other pupils during the lesson. 

R: I'm in favor of this solution, but first the principal and the teachers have to understand and 

accept it. 

Lecturer: It's interesting that some teachers love him and others hate him. You too, R., have 

taken an opposite position to that of the principal, one that seems to exclude any possibility of 

compromise. The question is whether you can understand the teachers' complaints about M., 



without having to relinquish the good and positive relationship you have with him. M's letter 

to the teacher is a threatening letter, and he can indeed be a difficult child. In these situations 

he requires limits, while in other situations we see that a good relationship can be developed 

with him. The question is whether we are able to see M. as a boy who is not totally bad or 

totally good, but rather a complicated child who at times needs to be stopped, and at other 

times can be impressive and praiseworthy. The principal tries to impose his view on you, and 

is not willing to benefit from your different approach to M. It seems difficult for the principal 

to accept that the teachers have different attitudes toward the boy, and he demands 

uniformity. But what can we do? Children are complex creatures that arouse different 

feelings in different teachers. M., like any other child, needs both clear limits as well as close 

and warm relationships, but this is precisely the complexity that the principal finds hard to 

accept. For the same reason, the principal also finds it hard to accept that there are no 

superior and inferior school subjects, and that a psychological assessment is intended to help 

the child not to punish him. I assume he is not the only principal in traditional society who 

demands uniform thinking. He seems to find any deviation from uniformity threatening. 

 What I wanted to suggest to you, R., based on your account of the interchange with the 

principal, is not to adopt a extreme opposite position in the face of his extremism. Possibly 

had you shown the principal that you understand that M. can sometimes be a very difficult 

child but that there are ways of reaching him, it would have been easier for him to have 

accepted your position. It's not easy, when confronted with an extreme opinion to present a 

moderate and more complex opinion that sees other sides of the child. But that is our aim as 

educators, to be empathic to everyone, even the principal.  

 

 

36.  We decide what the truth is 

 

T. told us about A., a third-grade pupil, who was always very conscientious, bright and full of 

energy, until he suddenly started falling asleep in class. The first time I woke him up, he cried 

and begged me to forgive him, she said. The following day, the same thing happened. This 

time I got angry with him, and asked him why he is so tired. A. replied that he goes to sleep 

late and gets up early. Shortly afterwards I learned that A's mother has cancer and is 

bedridden. The father works night shifts in a factory in order to be at her side during the day, 

and all the household chores have fallen on A. He helps his mother at night, takes care of his 



twelve-month-old brother and five-year-old sister, prepares food for them, showers them, 

dresses them, changes diapers, gets breakfast ready and sends his sister off to kindergarten. 

All four of A's grandparents have died, and the rest of the family live in a distant village, so 

there is no one to help. The mother receives a little money from National Insurance in order 

to hire a caregiver, but the money is used for the mother's treatments, and the father fulfills 

the role of caregiver. 

 T. tells the class that she is embarrassed to look A. in the eye, because she feels unable 

to help him. 

Student A: You should inform all the other teachers of his situation so that they won't make 

inappropriate demands on him and will be empathic toward him. 

Student B: But he should not be given unlimited freedom. You need to find a balance 

between the demands you make on him and the help he requires. 

Student C: You should approach the welfare bureau. They will be able to arrange help for the 

child with his studies. 

Student D: You should approach the school psychologist and ask him to give the child 

emotional support. 

Lecturer: It's interesting that, as usual, you have raised many suggestions connected to the 

child's environment, but no one has suggested talking to the boy himself, and hearing from 

him how he would like us to help him. 

Student E: Maybe the boy doesn't want anyone to know what he's going through? 

Lecturer: But everyone sees that he falls asleep. After all, can something like this be kept 

secret?! 

Student F: Maybe the parents don't want other people to be involved and to know about the 

illness. 

Lecturer: Everyone already knows that there is a problem. How long can you hide it? I would 

speak to A. and suggest that he open the subject in class. I hope he will agree. These are his 

friends and they can help him. In any event, you have to talk to the boy about the situation in 

order to find out what he really wants and what is appropriate for him. 

 

Follow up: S. said that the class discussion had helped her. She initiated a visit to the child's 

home, spoke to the teachers and to the children in the class about A's situation, arranged for 

him to talk to the psychologist, and most important – she looks A. in the eye without feeling 

embarrassed. All this left me thinking how the custom in traditional society is to arrange 



everything in the child's environment, rather than speaking to the child himself. I also thought 

how accepted it is in traditional society that while all parties know the truth, there is still tacit 

agreement to deny the situation and not to speak about it. However, since the teacher is an 

authority figure he can offer the child a new model of behavior – namely, to speak openly 

about what is happening without any fear. I also noted that we hadn't discussed the massive 

anxiety that A. must be experiencing with regard to the possibility that his mother might die, 

and what would then happen to him and his family. Later I thought about the intimate 

encounter between two people looking each other in the eye – how less customary this is in 

traditional society, and how difficult it is for my students to initiate such an encounter with 

their pupils. The difficulty of meeting the child individually and conducting an intimate 

discussion with him keeps on repeating itself, which suggests that innovative thinking is 

required in order to uncover the source of this difficulty. My students seem to flee from 

intimacy, from the kind of situation that someone in Western society is used to dealing with 

from adolescence, namely, talking to others while looking them in the eye. However, to be 

able to do this, the person has to have achieved a feeling of independence and separateness. 

My students, on the other hand, are used to a group existence whose orientation is more 

outward than inward looking. How could they therefore look into the pupil's inner world if 

they find it difficult to look intimately into their own? 

 I also thought about the taken-for-granted lies my students so often talk about. It's as if 

the truth has no independent existence outside the decisions made by the group. In my 

students' opinion, there is no single truth; rather, truth depends on what the group decides, 

while for me, the truth is absolute and not under the control of any person or persons. I 

recalled the many case descriptions brought by my students that felt like a dream, because the 

facts were so vague, and I thought that this is what happens when the truth is not fixed and 

stable across time and place, but rather is open to various manipulations. And of course the 

price my students pay for this is that their truth is often outside and not inside… 

 

 



37.  The girl who lost her parents 

 

M. is in sixth grade, one of her sisters is in eighth grade and the other in ninth. When M. was 

five years old both her parents were killed in a car accident and her uncle adopted her and her 

sisters. They carried on living in their parents' home and the uncle's oldest daughter took 

them under her wing. She went to live in their home, and took care of them. C., who 

presented the case, is M's Hebrew teacher. She told us that immediately following the 

accident, the three daughters started calling their uncle and aunt, dad and mom. The uncle 

bought them nice clothes and gave out candy in their school classes to celebrate the 

beginning of the adoption. Very quickly, however, he forgot about them. He celebrated their 

birthdays a few times but no more. Meanwhile, the cousin got married, left the girls' 

apartment, had a child and got divorced. She then returned to live with the girls, this time 

with a baby to take care of. 

 Until fourth grade, M. was an excellent pupil, and a very pleasant and sociable girl. 

Even though she came to school looking neglected, her hair unkempt, her clothes dirty, her 

shoes torn, and without any food, she was a good pupil, got very good grades, and everyone 

liked her. But then she started behaving violently, cursing the teachers, hitting her classmates, 

and of course stopped paying attention in class, and started being late for school or not 

arriving at all. Her sisters underwent a similar process, and today they are both very 

problematic and violent. The other children now keep away from M., because she is violent 

and badly neglected. 

 In class M. sits next to her cousin, her uncle's daughter, who has always been 

undisciplined, and she too arrives at school in a state of physical neglect. She is M's only 

friend and it seems that M. tries to imitate her. When the cousin doesn't come to school, M. 

behaves very much better. 

 The uncle and aunt are not in contact with the school. Only once did the aunt come to 

the school, grabbing M. by the hair as punishment for having been absent from school. C. 

saw tears in M's eyes, and how she held them back and tried to be strong. 

 C. asks if we have any suggestions for helping M. 

Student A: Maybe M. is very jealous of her cousin's baby, who receives warmth and love, 

and that this is why her learning and her behavior have started to deteriorate. 

C: All the sisters started deteriorating at the end of fourth grade. M's deterioration started 

before the baby was born. 



Student B: I see in my pupils that some of them undergo a significant change between fourth 

and fifth grade. 

Student C: The uncle bought the girls nice clothes and gave out candy in order to create the 

impression in his village that he was fulfilling his obligations and taking care of his brother's 

children, but in fact he neglected them. 

Lecturer: The girls did not go through the process of mourning that is so important in these 

circumstances. They immediately started calling their uncle and aunt, dad and mom. Also, the 

uncle's celebration almost certainly confused them, because something terrible had happened 

to them. The process of mourning is essential in order to enable them to separate gradually 

from their parents, rather than repress their pain and wait until it erupts at a later stage, 

whether in anger and violence or in another form.  

Student D: Maybe she should be separated from the cousin she is trying to imitate. 

Lecturer: The cousin is M's contact with the uncle and aunt, and through the cousin she feels 

she belongs to a family. After all, what other relationships does she have in the world? But if 

you are thinking about separating them during the lesson, it might be worthwhile looking into 

it. 

Student E: You should do a home visit and talk to the parents. 

C: They live in a very bad neighborhood overrun with criminals. Personally, I would be 

really scared. 

Student F: What about approaching the welfare authorities, or the educational counselor or 

the school psychologist? 

C: The school doesn't have an educational counselor, and the psychologist does nothing. 

Student G: If the girls live alone in a neighborhood like that, there's a danger of sexual abuse. 

C: I'm also afraid of that. Especially because M. is a very attractive girl. 

Student H: Talk to M. Explain to her how she should organize herself, and make yourself 

available to her whenever she needs to talk. 

C: To tell you the truth, I'm only her Hebrew teacher, and I don't have the time for all this. 

The situation seems so bad that I don't believe there is a chance of doing anything with her. 

Lecturer: What kind of relationship do you have with M? 

C: She responds to the contact with me. When I ask her something, she answers politely, and 

she also says she loves me and the subject I teach, Hebrew. This is why I chose to present her 

here. 



Student I: You're the only anchor she has. Maybe ask the principal to arrange a staff meeting 

about her in order to discuss how she can be helped. You could also speak to the children in 

the class and ask them not to reject her.  

C: I think I'll start by speaking to her, as you suggest. I'll also suggest to the principal to 

arrange a meeting to discuss her. Thanks to all of you for the good suggestions.  

 This is not the first time I have encountered children who are in a difficult situation for 

various reasons, and who in Western society would not have an address for dealing with it, 

yet benefit from the support of the group in traditional society. Again and again, my students 

accept responsibility for a pupil in trouble, without being obligated to do this. It seems to me 

that the feeling of compassion, which has fallen by the wayside in Western society, where 

people tend to be embarrassed by it, is very evident here, and I am impressed how people 

take responsibility for one another. I recalled the total refusal on the part of many of my 

students to even consider the option of sending elderly family members to an old age home. I 

also recalled the dedicated care that disabled people receive in traditional society, as 

commanded by religion, and I asked myself if a society could exist that would enjoy the best 

of both worlds: one that would be capable of recognizing the individual and allowing space 

for him and his desires, while at the same time being able to take care of him from a position 

of identification and compassion in time of need.  

 

 

38.  Blatantly lying 

 

Today S. told us about M., her fourth-grade pupil. M. has a sister in sixth grade and a brother 

in third grade. The family is financially well off; the father is a laborer who does shift work 

and the mother is a housewife. M's grades are poor compared with those of her sister, who is 

an outstanding pupil. M. copies neatly from the blackboard, she is tidy and gets to class on 

time, but she constantly bothers the other children. She intentionally touches them or their 

belongings, closes their books or takes things from, although usually she returns them 

presently. Sometimes she erases what is on the blackboard before the children have managed 

to copy it. On occasion she asks S's permission to go to the toilet, and when the request is 

granted she smiles as if she has managed to pull one over on the teacher. In other instances, 

she asks S. what is written on the blackboard. S. feels that she knows the answer but wants 



attention. She sits alone in class, because she irritates her classmates, and S. says they reject 

her. 

Student A: Can you tell us a little about the home and the parents? 

S: I don't know very much. The parents aren't in contact with me. 

Lecturer: This also suggests neglect. 

Student B: How come her sister is so successful, and she not? 

Student C: Most probably everyone thinks highly of the big sister, while M. is envious of her 

brother, who gets all the attention. 

S: What really drives me crazy is something I haven't told you about yet, which is that when I 

see her doing something and I remark on it, she says "I didn't do it", just like that, she lies 

blatantly. 

Student D: Do you feel insulted? 

S: How dare she?! 

Lecturer: She doesn't lie because she wants to harm you in any way. She simply isn't capable 

of taking responsibility for what she does, and she's defending herself. 

S: But I very seldom punish her severely. 

Student E: Maybe she gets punished at home, and she is afraid. 

Lecturer: Possibly she is reconstructing and reliving in class the rejection she feels at home. 

You should talk to her and ask her to tell you about herself. She's not a bad girl, but rather a 

girl who is having difficulties.  

S: A year ago she even bit some of the children. And how can she say "I didn't do it" when I 

saw her doing it? 

Lecturer: I see how difficult it is for you to be empathic toward her. I assume that it's also 

difficult for many other people around her. 

Student F: Ask her who she wants to sit next to and give her a chance, provided she doesn't 

bother her classmate. 

S: I have tried several times in class to give her important tasks, but it hasn't helped. I feel 

that she tries to be in the teachers' good books, and that she makes an effort in her studies, but 

does nothing to change her attitude to the pupils. 

Lecturer: She tries to be in the good books of the teachers – in other words, the parents, and 

fights with the pupils – in other words, her siblings. She's organized, copies neatly from the 

blackboard and comes to class on time. All these are connected to relationships with the 

teachers. She sometimes asks questions that she knows the answer to, in order to get the 



attention that she lacks from the teachers. She asks to go to the toilet in order to examine 

whether the teacher will allow this. If she felt that you are giving her permission and that you 

were regularly paying attention to her, she wouldn't need these manipulations. She would 

then be less envious of her classmates and would bother them less. It seems that she is 

fighting for her place in the class and in the family, which is why she bothers the children in 

so many ways. The relationship with you is the key, because she feels inside that she is a 

deprived child. 

 I think I should say a few words about the similarity between the school class and the 

family. A child coming to school has had previous experience of living in a group called a 

family. There is no doubt that he will transfer his experience in this group to his new 

"family", that is, the class, and will relate to the class in a similar manner to the way he 

relates to his family. The child is thus likely to relate to the teacher in the way he relates to 

his parents ("transference"). Difficulties that he has with his parents are very likely to arise in 

his relationship with the teacher. A child who feels secure in his relationship with his parents 

will tend to also feel secure with the teacher, and a child who feels oppressed by his parents 

will find it difficult to develop a relationship of trust with the teacher. The same is true for the 

child's relationships in the peer group. If he feels confident among his siblings, he will 

probably transfer this feeling to his relationships with his classmates, and  the opposite is 

likely if he has feelings of envy and deprivation. Teachers can thus obtain information about 

the child's relationship with his parents by examining their relationship with the child, even 

before a word has been spoken. Obviously, most children express themselves through their 

behavior. They are less conscious of what is really going on, and are unaware of how they 

transfer experiences from the family to the classroom. The teacher's alertness to the quality of 

the relationship that develops with the pupil can not only tell him the pupils story, but, by 

becoming aware of the child's past and his present situation, he has in his possession the tools 

to understand the child and help him. M. manages to annoy S. by blatantly lying to her, just 

as she probably annoys her parents. S., however, is able to provide M. with a corrective 

experience by reacting differently than M's parents do. 

 

 



39.  A monument to honor the girl 

 

A. is outstanding, bright, and also very charming, the teacher says. She was born in the Far 

East and grew up there. About a year ago she immigrated to Israel with her mother and her 

grandparents, while her father stayed behind to tie up their affairs. A. speaks several 

languages and her command of Hebrew is also impressive. She is a very popular girl, who, 

however, often prefers to be alone. Many members of staff have made contact with A., and 

she has endeared herself to everyone who meets her. She has integrated extremely well into 

the school routine, is an excellent student, and has achieved excellent grades in all subjects. 

 I was in close contact with A. throughout the long period of waiting for her father to 

arrive, the teacher says. Only recently did the long-awaited reunion take place. A few weeks 

after his arrival I met A., and to my surprise her mood seemed a bit subdued. She told me that 

after looking forward to seeing her father and indulging in fantasies of "what fun it will be 

when father arrives," she is slightly disappointed that instead of celebrating the family 

reunion, her mother and father are pressuring her to make an even greater effort in her 

studies. The parents feel she is not making the most of her potential. 

 I, of course, was astounded. How could A's parents be bothered at this stage by her 

grades, which by any standards are impressive? Why are they dealing with this now, instead 

of enjoying the family reunion? I thought it would be a good idea to meet them. I must admit 

that I was most curious to meet the father – the object of A's dreams for so long, and I also 

had an urge to tell the parents about the affection I and the staff have for A. A meeting was 

arranged. At the appointed time I rushed to the meeting venue, and was immediately 

confronted with an unexpected sight. Sitting on the bench outside was the young father with a 

grim expression, and the mother, whom I'd already spoken to, a short, attractive and serious-

looking woman. The parents stood up politely, as is customary in their country of origin, 

shook my hand and entered the office. I had invited a few of A's teachers to the meeting, and 

what we all shared was our great love for A. After introducing the people in the room, I 

praised A. to the heavens, as did the other teachers. A. translated for her parents what was 

being said. Clearly she was most embarrassed by the compliments. She lowered her eyes, 

shook her head at every compliment that was showered on her, and translated it for her 

parents. The father said something in their language, which afterwards turned out to be a 

cynical comment, "soon they'll build a monument to honor the girl". A. responded with 

laughter for the first time, and the mother laughed as well. 



  Before I asked A. to translate the father's statement, I drew the participants' attention to 

how difficult it was for A. to hear words of praise and how she reacted to them by shaking 

her head and looking apprehensively at her unresponsive parents. On the other hand, A. 

agreed with the father's statement, which we didn't understand. I said that I assume the father 

had made a cynical comment or something that detracts from the praise, since A. had so 

readily agreed with him. This time the parents laughed, and A. translated the father's cynical 

comment. 

 The parents said that A. is capable of getting much higher grades, and this is what they 

expect. I expressed my opinion that in light of the fact that A. had arrived in Israel about a 

year previously and had succeeded in adapting to the difficult conditions of living in a new 

country without a father, they should be satisfied and pleased with what she has achieved, 

because the results are impressive. I took out the list of grades in her class and showed it to 

the parents. I pointed out that A's average grade puts her in second place in the class. The 

mother asked something in their language, and A. translated with a smile that revealed her 

insight: "My mother asks what the 65 grade is on my list of grades." We all laughed, and I 

decided not to get into it at this stage. The mother then said that she thanks us and that the 

meeting had given them food for thought. 

 Again and again we see in traditional societies how often parents will settle for nothing 

less than a perfect grade – 100 for their children. Because no child can always get this grade, 

the parents are often disappointed with their children, and the children, for their part, learn 

that no matter how hard they try, they won't be able to please their parents. At this stage the 

child is liable to throw in the towel because it is clear to him that however much he invests in 

studying, the parents will always respond in the same way – disappointment. 

 Does this wish on the part of the parents derive from their need to realize a fantasy of 

perfection? Is the source their desire to preserve the situation in which the child has to satisfy 

them, while they remain unsatisfied in order to demonstrate their control? Are we talking 

here about the traditional parent's fear of complimenting the child and being enthusiastic 

about his achievements, in case it will make the child special, isolate him from the group, and 

arouse envy? Possibly the belief is that this is the way to motivate the child to make the most 

of his ability? The answer is that all these factors come together and create that familiar 

parental behavior.  

 In A's case as well, we see how difficult it is for her parents to be satisfied with her 

achievements and to compliment her. I was very impressed with the teacher's intervention, 



for she managed to convey her message sensitively and with humor, enabling everyone to 

laugh together at the cultural gap that had been revealed. Parents in traditional culture, far 

more than parents in Western culture, tend to feel that their children are capable of shaming 

them or, alternatively, bringing honor to the family by virtue of their behavior in school. Thus 

the teacher or the counselor have to take into account that this is not Western society in which 

the parent can say to his child that his behavior in school is his own business, or content 

himself with the statement that the child is liable to cause himself harm. A traditional parent 

experiences his child as part of himself, from which it follows that the way his child is 

regarded in school is likely to be experienced as the way the parent himself is regarded. In 

this case A. was complimented, but, in the opposite situation, in which the pupil is criticized, 

cultural sensitivity is required in order to convey the message appropriately and 

constructively.  

 

 

40.  When I go to her she calms down 

 

Z. told us today about C., a third-grade pupil in his class, who is apathetic, socially isolated 

and physically neglected. The other children make a habit of bothering C., which causes her 

to explode violently. In addition to everything else, C. stutters. Z. invited the parents for a 

discussion. The father denied there was any problem, and Z. felt that the mother immediately 

backed her husband. C. has older siblings, all of whom are problematic, although without 

temper tantrums. 

 Her outbursts seem sudden, Z. says, and it's not always clear if she was provoked. She 

starts to go wild, throws things at other pupils, and cries. When I go to her, she accepts my 

support and calms down, but seems to be frightened and to be defending herself as if she 

were a battered child. The problem is that I can't always be at her side, and when I don't pay 

attention to her, she intensifies her shouting and her violence. The pupils have turned it into a 

game. They bother her, she becomes increasingly irritated, and the stuttering gets worse. I 

spoke to the educational counselor who approached the parents and told them what was 

happening, but they refused to cooperate or to allow us to place her in a suitable educational 

framework. My question is whether to give her more attention at the expense of the class. 

Student A: What was she like a year ago? 

Z: I don't really know. 



Student B: Did you try to talk to her alone? 

Z: Not yet. 

Student C: Did you try to talk to the class about her? 

Z: No, I didn't want to make an issue of it. 

Lecturer: But it is already an issue. Everyone sees and knows there is a problem, not to 

mention the fact that they bother her. 

Z: I wanted to know if it's a social problem and whether she is a battered child. 

Lecturer: If the children bother her, then it's certainly a social problem. It's hard to know if 

she's a battered child. 

Z: And the stuttering? 

Lecturer: The stuttering could definitely be an expression of an emotional problem. It's hard 

for her to get the words out of her mouth and to express herself, maybe because of anxiety 

and fear. Mainly, though, I want to say that we know too little about her to draw responsible 

conclusions. Some of you have presented cases that contained little information. Our ability 

to help a child is closely connected to our knowledge about him or her. The girl's behavior 

could be a response to many different factors. For example, we don't know what she's like at 

home. I suggest that you try to find out, in consultation with the principal or the social-

welfare officer, what the situation is at home. You should also speak to your pupils, hear 

what they have to say about her (sometimes children see what adults don't), and encourage 

them not to annoy her, to accept her, and to try to talk to her. You should also arrange a staff 

meeting to make everyone aware of the problem, and also, hopefully, to help her. You, Z., 

should certainly ask her to come and talk to you. From your short description, what clearly 

emerges is how much she wants to have contact with you. She calms down in your presence. 

Try to give her tasks in class that she can cope with. All these measures, in my humble 

opinion, will not be at the class's expense, but will rather benefit the class. Teachers 

sometimes forget that there is such a thing as indirect learning. The other pupils observe how 

the teacher relates to a child who has difficulties, and they learn a lot from this. If you treat 

her sensitively and kindly, they too are likely to adopt this attitude toward her. If your basic 

assumption is that she is taking up the class's time, the pupils are also likely to feel this way, 

namely that her presence in the class is at their expense. This is why it's important to involve 

the other children in what is happening in the class. If a child is experiencing difficulties, you 

should find a way of talking to the class about this. Not only is there nothing to hide, because 

everyone is aware of what is happening, but the very fact that you relate to the issue 



demonstrates to the children that they don't have to be afraid to talk, to think and to solve 

problems. In this way, it's not only you, Z., who solves the problem, but the whole class is a 

partner to the solution. This is everyone's problem, not only yours as a teacher. This is 

definitely an approach that the pupils will greatly benefit from, and will almost certainly 

ensure that they bother her less. 

 I would like to say something about a request that often repeats itself in our discussions. 

You ask for recipes of how to act, even in cases where we hardly know the child. It's as if 

there is a simple book of rules, and if you say a few words about the child's problem, I will be 

able to produce the solution. Education and psychology don't work this way. We have to 

know the child well before we can be sure which approach to adopt. The actual process of 

getting to know the child is often half the solution, because this is how relationships are 

created. I would like to encourage you to see the child not as a computer in which a certain 

input produces a particular output, but rather as a far more complex organism. Getting to 

know the individual over a long period, and the relationship that is built up with him or her, 

is, above all, the key to progress. 

 

 

41.  The bewitched girl 

 

Today P. told us about nine-year-old N., a conscientious and sociable pupil in his class. 

About six weeks ago, at the start of the second semester, N. began refusing to come to school. 

Her whole appearance changed, and she simply lost her joie de vivre. Her parents accompany 

her to school and sit next to her, but she finds it difficult to stay in class. When they leave, 

she feels pain in her chest and starts crying. P. told her that the pupils and the teachers all 

love her. The principal, too, tried to encourage her, but it didn't help. N. told him that 

something is choking her, and that her whole body feels weak when people talk to her about 

school. She would like to come to school and has no idea what is happening to her. Even 

when she goes to visit her uncles or her grandparents, after about ten minutes she feels she 

can't remain there any longer and returns home. P. arranged a home visit and spoke with her 

parents, but the discussion threw no light on the reasons for N's behavior. The parents told 

him that every time they mention school N. shakes and cries, her temperature goes up, and 

sometime she vomits. P. also tried to ascertain whether the other pupils had any information, 

but nothing emerged. 



 N. was referred to a psychologist who decided there was no valid reason to keep her out 

of school. He explained the Ministry of Education's rules to her and said she must return to 

school. He couldn't find any problem, and felt that N. was simply trying to get attention from 

her parents and from the school. He also advised the parents to use force in getting her to 

school. 

 My impression, says P., is that N. is particularly close to her father. He usually 

accompanies her to school; she takes his hand and doesn't leave his side. He's the kind of guy 

who flirts a lot with girls on the phone. His family knows this. During P's last visit to N's 

home, the father told him he had taken N. to a sheikh who is an exorcist, and he had told the 

father that the girl is bewitched. A demon has possessed her and is telling her that she mustn't 

go to school, the sheikh explained, and the demon has to be exorcised. P. asks the class for 

help in solving the mystery. 

Student A: How long has this being going on? 

P: She's been absent from school for about six weeks. The damage is mounting and will be 

very difficult to correct afterwards. 

Student B: What's happening with the mother? She needs to be more involved. 

P: She's an unsophisticated woman, simple, helpless and without any self-confidence. She 

doesn't understand what's going on. 

Student C: What about her brothers and sisters? 

P: She has two brothers and a sister, all older than her. She isn't at all close to her sister, so 

the sister can't fulfill the role of mother. 

Student D: What do the parents do? 

P: The mother is a housewife and the father is a shift laborer. 

Student E: Maybe something happened at school or on the way to school – sexual abuse? 

Student F: Maybe something happened during the vacation, perhaps even at home. 

Lecturer: Maybe a female teacher should talk to her. In cases of sexual abuse children tend to 

feel guilty, even though they did nothing to warrant this feeling. They then have to be told 

explicitly that what happened is not their fault, that they are not responsible for it, and that the 

adults are there to protect them and not to abuse them. If she refuses to talk, I would even hint 

to her that if something indeed happened, she is not to blame. Sometimes things emerge in 

drawings that children find difficult to express in words. My impression, P., is that you have 

really tried to understand what is going on with N., which is very good. I would refer her to 

the psychological services or to another psychologist. I don't agree with the approach the 



psychologist has taken. If the matter is not taken care of, N. is liable to deteriorate even 

further. 

Student G: Maybe the psychologist is correct, and she is simply putting on an act? Maybe she 

just didn't want to go back to school after the vacation? 

Student H: How did she return to school after the previous vacation? 

P: There were no problems of this kind then. 

Student I: How do the other pupils treat her? 

P: Their attitude to her hasn't changed. In the beginning they wondered why she was crying, 

but afterwards they stopped taking an interest. 

Lecturer: We have to end now, and the mystery remains unsolved. We really don't know what 

is bothering N., and we have to know in order to help her. Maybe continue trying to find 

out… 

 

 A month later P. told us that the father got a young, nineteen-year-old girl (the same age 

as his older children) pregnant, left home, and only returned after she underwent an abortion. 

Since his return, N. has remained glued to her father and refuses to leave the house out of fear 

that she will lose him again. The mother appears to accept everything the father has done, and 

continues to live with him. P. claims that she is a passive woman and rather spineless. The 

parents are cousins, and even the mother's family have remained silent on the issue. 

Lecturer: Maybe we need to say something about trusting children. Both the psychologist and 

some of you thought that she was just putting on an act in order to get attention. Why should 

a girl of her age get up one fine morning and start behaving differently from the way she 

behaved previously? It doesn't seem logical. Where then does the lack of trust in the girl 

come from? Many times I get the feeling that you as parents don't believe what your children 

say. In this case, the one who knew the truth and didn't reveal it, was the father. He could 

have guessed why his daughter was so anxious, and could have understood that it was 

connected to his absence from home. Despite this, he took her to a sheikh who wanted to 

exorcise the demon from her. The mother also knew the truth and said nothing. It was the girl 

who paid the price by developing symptoms of anxiety that told the family's story. She really 

didn't know why she was reacting in that way, because if she knew, the symptoms would not 

have appeared. Do we not at times project our tactics on to our children? In other words, we 

see our own characteristics and behavior reflected in our children or in our pupils. I suggest 

that we should always be alert to the possibility of human error of the kind that has taken 



place here. The likelihood that a mistake of this kind will happen, namely attributing bad 

intentions to the child, is greater in traditional society because so much respect is accorded to 

the parent and therefore he cannot be blamed. In traditional society, when a child has 

difficulties, he and not the person in authority is usually perceived as responsible and guilty, 

while in modern, Western society, the responsibility usually falls on the parent, based on the 

thinking that the older and stronger person is also the one who is responsible. As a 

generalization, it can be said that in traditional society there is a tendency to see the strong 

person as being in the right, while in modern society, there is an opposite tendency, namely to 

see the weaker person as being in the right. 

 

 

42.  She comes to me begging for attention 

 

Today we heard from H. about her eight-year-old pupil N who has been diagnosed as having 

learning disabilities and is being treated with Ritalin. N. writes slowly and makes many 

mistakes. Her classmates reject and ridicule her; she in turn bothers the other children, has no 

friends and spends recesses on her own. She seldom goes out to play with the other children 

in the neighborhood, which might be due to the fact that her parents also do not have a good 

relationship with their neighbors, says H. The mother is a simple woman who completed 

about ten years of schooling, got married at eighteen, and today is a housewife. The father is 

a government employee, and the family are financially well off. Much of N's initial years 

were spent in hospital because of kidney-related problems, and, according to H., the young 

mother was not sufficiently mature to cope with the situation. On one occasion, the mother 

lifted N. up by the hair, and some say that she even tied her up to stop her from swaying. The 

mother has a controlling personality, which can also be seen in the way she dominates and 

intimidates the father. She blames the school for her daughter's problems, and did not 

cooperate in the past with the psychologist. To both the mother's and the daughter's credit it 

should be said that N. comes to school meticulously dressed, similar to the way the mother 

looks after herself. When someone takes something from N. she fights and argues. "Does she 

convey strength?", I asked, and H. replied affirmatively. N. is also proud of her little two-

year-old sister, and parades her around the corridors of the school. 

 At this point I asked H. if she could formulate a question for the class. From my 

experience, when the student presenting a case formulates a question, this helps focus the 



problem and avoids getting lost in a sea of details. The presenting student usually has a 

question, even if it is sometimes hidden, and formulating it is often half the solution. This 

time, however, H. found it difficult to articulate her question, and replied that she simply 

wants us to help N. 

 The students asked many questions in an attempt to get to know N. and understand her 

problem. Someone asked H. if there is a large age difference between the parents. Some said 

that in light of the diagnosis N. had been given, not much could be done. Someone said that 

it's better to leave her alone rather than intervening and possibly causing more harm. Another 

student said that possibly her situation had deteriorated as a result of an event that we don't 

know about. Someone else said that maybe she's not allowed to run and play with other 

children because of her kidney problem, and that this is why she is rejected. I expressed my 

opinion that even if N's ability to run is impaired, she could join the children in many other 

games that do not require running. Despite the many questions, it remained unclear what the 

problem was. I felt I had no choice but to teach the students about the powerful concepts of 

"transference" and "countertransference" between teacher and pupil, which can serve as tools 

that enable the teacher to understand the nature of the relationship the pupil has with his 

parents, and the type of relationship he builds with the world. I asked H. about her 

relationship with N. 

 She comes to me begging for attention, says H. She tells me that she has prepared her 

homework, and invited me to her birthday party. She asks me if her clothes are beautiful. She 

also makes a great effort in Arabic, the subject I teach. She simply wants to please me, and I 

feel that when she asks for some response and I give it, she then wants more and more, as if 

nothing could satisfy her.  

 I explained to the class how much N. is looking for warmth, closeness and love from 

her parents as well as from other people in her environment. She hasn’t developed a new type 

of relationship with the teacher, but rather, what she does is to reconstruct with H. the 

neediness that has plagued her all her life. The meaning of the term "transference" is that a 

person tends, throughout his life, to transfer the quality of the relationship he had with his 

parents to other significant figures. "Countertransference" is the feeling that is aroused in the 

other person as a result of what is transferred to him. Awareness and consciousness of this 

feeling helps us to help that person. For example, in the case of N., H. responds to her with a 

type of parental concern, a strong desire to help her. These feelings enable us to diagnose N's 

problem, and suggest a solution. 



 It now seemed easier to raise suggestions that could help N. to feel more accepted. 

Student A: You could invite her to a discussion with some of the other girls and encourage 

them to stay in contact. 

Student B: Invite the parents, and start the discussion by saying positive things about their 

daughter. Keep in mind that they also need our empathy. Afterwards, gently involve the 

mother in her daughter's difficulties. 

Student C: Involve other teachers. When N. gets attention from a teacher, as happens with H., 

she reacts positively, not only in her response to contact, but also in her desire to make an 

effort in the teacher's subject.  

Lecturer: These are indeed good ideas. You could, as was suggested, invite the family and 

observe the relationship between N. and her parents, and encourage them to show more 

empathy toward her. You could also arrange to talk to N. privately, and help her express her 

feelings and her difficulties. An empathic attitude of this kind on the teacher's part could be 

very meaningful for her. My feeling is that she does have strengths: her neat appearance, her 

pride in her sister, and the fact that when she is not pleased about something she fights and 

doesn't give up. These strengths are important for creating change. If, for example, N. 

communicated only weakness and misery, her ability to change would be weaker, and she 

would require more help in order to progress. 

 

 

43.  Even the principal said… 

 

Today S. told us about an incident that happened when she was teaching her third-grade 

class. I gave the children a Hebrew exercise, she said, and each pupil who finished the 

assignment came up to me and I checked his work. Suddenly I heard a shout from one of the 

pupils. I looked up and saw that his head was covered in blood. I froze and had no idea what 

to do next. The child was bleeding badly, and I am terrified of blood. There seemed to be no 

choice, so I put my hand on his head. Immediately it became covered in blood and I felt I was 

about to faint. I didn't know what to do. Should I take the child to the principal? But I couldn't 

leave my class. I also didn't know how to take care of the child. The smell of the blood made 

me dizzy. Fortunately, one of the children offered to take the child to the principal. I agreed 

and remained in the classroom. I was glad at least that the incident took place five minutes 

before the end of the lesson, so I could then go and wash my hands. Afterwards I approached 



the principal and asked him how the child was doing. He said it was nothing and that 

everything was all right. Just a bit of blood from a head injury. He did, however, say to me 

that I should be more careful in class. Afterwards it transpired that one of the pupils had hit 

the child on the head with something. S. asked the class what she should have done in this 

case, because she is afraid that an incident of this kind could repeat itself. 

Student A: It's your responsibility as a teacher to ensure that something like that doesn't 

happen. 

Student B: You should have gone with the child to the principal. 

Student C: You should have sent a child to the staff room to get help. 

Student D: Things like that happen sometimes, and it's not a tragedy. 

Lecturer: S. feels very guilty. Do you think she should feel guilty? Was what happened her 

fault? 

Student E: Even the principal said she was to blame. 

Lecturer: If a child falls and hurts himself during break, does this mean that the principal is to 

blame and that he could have prevented it? 

 Many students continued to claim strongly that S. bore responsibility for the incident. I 

found this difficult to understand. In my view, I am responsible for what I have control over, 

and even then, not always. If a pupil unexpectedly hits another pupil, why is S. responsible 

for this? The students (all females) stuck to their guns. I spoke about the tendency of girls to 

feel guilty even when they are blameless, because shouldering guilt is part of their familial 

and social role. When they produce a daughter and not a son they are liable to be blamed. 

Also, in cases of rape, the woman is often perceived as being responsible. In more traditional 

societies, women have to cover their faces with a veil, for without it they are regarded as 

being seductive, et cetera. I thought how easy it could have been for the principal to help S. to 

extricate herself from the feeling of guilt, and how, despite this, he too chose to put the blame 

on her. These guilt feelings are very developed among girls, but also among boys in 

traditional society. The guilt begins in childhood as a result of the encounter with an authority 

figure, who, as we have already pointed out, can never be blamed. The father enjoys respect, 

and the child is expected to obey him absolutely. The child is expected to identify with the 

father and to justify all his actions. Thus, when a difficulty arises, it is the child who bears the 

responsibility. The principal placed the responsibility on the teacher without thinking twice. 

In teacher-pupil relationships, the teacher should be aware that in many cases the pupils come 



from families in which the father is always in the right, and they may tend to relate to the 

teacher in a similar way and take an excess of guilt upon themselves. 

 

Later S. wrote to me: I now think that it really wasn't under my control and I couldn't have 

prevented it. Maybe it's a result of our socialization as women, or maybe I truly felt 

responsible for the little child. Now I'm sure that it was unavoidable and could have happened 

to any of us. I thank God that it ended in a small injury and nothing worse.  

 

 

44.  It's God's will 

 

For the first six years of his life, there was nothing unusual about P. Then one day his uncle 

took him for a drive and drove like crazy. There was an accident and P. lost a leg. He is the 

youngest child and has three sisters and three brothers. The family is religious, economically 

secure and the atmosphere at home is warm. P. is an intelligent and energetic child, and until 

the accident had many interests, was well-behaved and fitted in extremely well in 

kindergarten, his teacher, E., told us. 

 A friend of P., a child of his age who was with him in the car, died in the crash. P. was 

hospitalized for a long time and underwent many painful treatments. Throughout the 

hospitalization, everyone pampered P. without any limits. At the same time his behavior 

changed noticeably. He acted aggressively toward the medical staff and the nurses, blamed 

them for amputating his leg, and wouldn't let them get near him. His mother, a religious 

woman, told him that he had been given to them a second time, because without amputating 

the leg they would have lost him, and that what had happened was God's will.  

 After completing rehabilitation, P. returned to school. He continued to behave 

aggressively toward the pupils, the teachers and his family, and even cursed several teachers 

and tried to hit them. He reacts to every possible insult, even though some of them are purely 

in his imagination, says E. And when he feels he has been offended, he loses control, cannot 

be restrained, and only calms down after he has taken revenge. E. asks what  could be done to 

help P. 

Student A: The boy is distressed. He is asking: Why did this happen to me? Why me of all 

people? He doesn't accept the loss of his leg, and is filled with anger toward everybody. 



Student B: The boy has internalized his parents' message that he can do nothing wrong and 

that people will always forgive him in the end, because they take pity on him.  

Student C: P. thinks that the doctors are to blame and not the uncle. 

E: Yes. The parents have said nothing to P. about the uncle's responsibility for the accident. 

They told him it was God's will. 

Lecturer: P. has not undergone the process of mourning for the loss of his leg. Instead of 

sadness and mourning, he is filled with anger. Following any loss, before one can return to 

normal living, there needs to be a period of sadness, crying and pain for what was and will 

never return. The right thing for the parents and the school to do is to tell P. the truth, which 

in some way he already knows, that the uncle is responsible, and to enable him to express the 

inevitable anger toward the uncle. This process will prevent the displacement of the anger 

onto the teachers and his friends. 

E: This is not the first time that the uncle, the father's brother, has been involved in an 

accident, but the parents protect him. They never told P. that the doctors aren't to blame, but 

rather the uncle. 

Student D: The pampering and the compensation they heap on him encourages him to be 

violent. 

Lecturer: Indeed, P. should not be given any privileges. He should be helped in particular 

situations in which he has difficulties, for example, concessions on school outings or in 

gymnastics lessons. Pity, however, will only give him the feeling that something terrible has 

happened that it's impossible to live with, and that others possibly feel guilty about this. 

E: Actually, in gymnastics lessons he does his best to do what the others do, even with his 

prosthesis, and is not prepared to accept any concessions. 

Lecturer: That sounds very encouraging, and he deserves to be complimented. He gives the 

impression that despite the difficulties, he has the strength to deal with the situation. We 

should also bear in mind that he was a successful child before the accident. However, only if 

he is restrained when he behaves wildly, will he afterwards be able to control himself and 

begin to look at all the hurt and the sorrow that he has inside himself. Then, and only then, 

when he sees that he is not allowed to do whatever he wants, will the process of mourning 

begin. In the course of that process, he might wish to talk about the details of the accident and 

repeat them constantly. He should be allowed to do this. We call this process the ventilation 

of feelings, and it is characteristic of post-traumatic situations. You can also tell him about 

people who have achieved great success despite their disability. In the Torah, for example, 



Moses became a great leader even though he stuttered. Any disability, no matter how severe, 

does not constitute a reason for feeling pity toward the person in question, because pity is not 

a recipe for growth. Pity consists of unlimited identification with the suffering of another, and 

in this respect nothing is required from the person himself. The person who has pity is 

content simply to fully understand the other's pain. No matter what a person's situation is, it is 

always appropriate to make certain demands on him. For example, in P's case, the fact that he 

doesn't have a leg doesn't justify his way of talking, or his behavior toward the surroundings. 

If we allow him to behave in this way, not only will we harm him and add a mental disability 

to his physical disability, but he will grow up to be a child without limits, a child who pities 

himself and finds it difficult to integrate in society. 

 The mother uses religion to erase the uncle's responsibility. In her view, the accident 

was God's will and not the uncle's fault. And, as we know, it's impossible to be angry with 

God. The problem with a religion-based solution is that the child knows in some way that the 

uncle is responsible, and that his anger is being unjustifiably channeled to the surroundings. 

Without a genuinely open discussion about what happened and the reasons for it – a 

deception that is facilitated by invoking God's name – the state of affairs is maintained in 

which the understandable anger that arises in these situations is directed to people who have 

nothing to do with the matter. I would thus recommend to very religious people to avoid 

solving every problem with Allah's help. 

 

 

45.  Trying to pull a fast one on you 

 

Today we heard from A. about 9-year-old K. who suffers from brain damage and partial 

paralysis in his arm and leg after having undergone a brain operation. K. frequently disrupts 

lessons, and the teachers often send him outside and reprimand him, which only exacerbates 

his negative behavior. His parents refuse to transfer him to a special education school. At the 

beginning of the year he also used to disrupt my lessons, says A. He would walk around the 

classroom quite freely, and made no effort to do the various assignments. However, in my 

humble opinion, because I didn't reprimand him, a relationship of trust and respect began to 

develop between us. Today K. still gets up in my class and walks around, less though than at 

the beginning, and I don't say anything to him about it. I understood from him that after he 

concentrates on a page for some time with his head leaning downwards, his head starts to 



ache. So I allow him to go outside and drink some water, to hand out worksheets to the 

students, to clean the board, or to walk around the class a little. 

 K. generally gets along well with his classmates despite his disability, and they don't 

make fun of him. His parents and his siblings also seem to be very supportive. He is able to 

read all the letters but finds it difficult to write because of his motor problems. I am pleased 

that we have a good relationship and that I manage to keep him in class without him 

disrupting the lesson. I feel that he is making an effort. Maybe he could make more of an 

effort, but he is still cooperating. I also sense his pleasure that I don't reject him like the other 

teachers do. I am presenting this case to you, says A., in the wake of our discussion about 

feeling pity and making allowances for disabled children, which could be harmful for them. I 

would like to ask you if my behavior with K. is correct. I'm also wondering whether the other 

pupils feel he is getting too much attention, even though they don’t complain, and I get the 

impression that they understand his situation.  

Student A: You give the pupil too much attention which is not good, because what you do is 

harmful for him and causes the other pupils to feel that you are discriminating. Many pupils 

would like to get up and walk around during the lesson. 

Student B: He exploits you and is just trying to pull a fast one on you when he says his head 

hurts. He should just lift up his head for a minute. 

Student C: I also think that limits and rules should be set for this pupil.  

Student D: He should be treated in the same way as the other pupils, otherwise it could cause 

him harm in the future. 

Student E: My feeling is that you are adapting the level of the assignments to the pupil's level 

and that is a good thing. 

A: Not really. I can't give him a grade relative to himself. I give him a grade relative to others 

and then he always fails. 

Student F: You should give him high grades even if he doesn't deserve them. It will 

encourage him.  

Student G: On the contrary, I think that you should be strict about giving him grades that 

reflect his performance relative to the other students.  

A: As I told you, this means he always fails. 

Student H: So give him grades according to the assignments you've given him. 

Lecturer: Have you tried to discuss with him what he thinks about the issue of the grades, and 

in general about how you treat him? 



A: No, but I feel that he is pleased with the way I treat him. 

Lecturer: Maybe what you feel is correct, but it's still important to let him say it. If he 

expresses these feelings in his own words, it can make a great deal of difference. Because not 

only do we teach him in this way to express his wishes and develop a dialogue about his 

needs, and not only because this is an expression of the respect we accord him and his 

feelings, but the assumption that we know what K. wants to say and therefore that we don't 

need to ask him, keeps the relationship with him on an infantile and non verbal level. 

 Regarding your relationship with K., I feel that you have a good relationship and that 

you should indeed trust your feelings. The pupils' reactions are also encouraging and show 

that they are not jealous and understand that K. has special needs. I assume that had you 

granted him unnecessary concessions, his classmates would have reacted to this in some way. 

With regard to grades, I don't think it is correct to judge him by the same criteria as we judge 

the other pupils, because this will simply perpetuate his failure and won't motivate him to 

make an effort and to progress. The assignments he receives should be adapted to his ability, 

as should the grades he gets. His classmates also need to understand that one doesn't compare 

the grades of pupils whose starting point is so different. We are therefore talking about two 

possible types of error: demanding too little from an exceptional child out of pity, or 

demanding too much out of a fear of granting him concessions or arousing the envy of the 

other pupils. What you have to do is to match the assignments to his ability. 

 I would also like to encourage all of you to use the pupils' reactions as a yardstick for 

your reactions. In general, if you are doing something wrong, the pupils (who observe and 

know a lot more than we think they know) will react to this in various ways. I would also like 

to encourage you, A., to trust yourself. I think you are really working very nicely with K. 

 

 

46.  A Jewish child in an Arab school 

 

M. told us today about a Jewish child in first grade of the Arab school where she teaches. He 

entered the school at the beginning of the year, the only Jewish child in an all-Arab school. 

The school administration and the child's parents justified this on the basis of the importance 

of coexistence. The teachers, however, were rather alarmed, and immediately the question 

arose of what language to use. Initially the boy refused to learn Arabic, and the teacher and 

her assistant had to translate all the material into Hebrew for him, which meant that they were 



less available for the other pupils. Furthermore, the pupils began to copy his rather 

undisciplined behavior, which caused an uproar in class. Socially he didn’t fit in and for a 

long time had no friends. He refused to wear the school uniform and sat wherever he wished 

in the class. The teacher went out of her way to make him feel comfortable, yet, despite this, 

his parents referred any problem that arose directly to the principal, and did not relate to the 

class teacher at all. Most of the time the boy just sat and played. Recently, however, there has 

been a significant improvement. Now, a year later, he knows a few words of Arabic and has 

some friends in class. He has also started to participate in most of the class activities, and has 

proved to be gifted in sport and art. 

Student A: There's something illogical here: the boy attends the school because of 

coexistence, but refuses to learn Arabic. I just don't understand why the parents did this. 

Student B: It's rather strange that some people or groups are prepared to make concessions 

and please others even though they are the majority, while the person who benefits is a single 

individual? 

Student C: I know the principal. She accepted the pupil because she is looking for publicity 

and likes to give the impression that she is in favor of coexistence. 

Student D: Perhaps he is a problematic child and didn't cope in  kindergarten, and the parents 

wanted to allow him a new start in a new place and in a new social group. 

Student E: I think the Shabak [General Security Service] planted him among the Arab 

population, so that he would get to know them from close up.  

Student F: Arab society is known for being very hospitable and for taking care of and 

protecting its guests. We see this throughout  history and it is mentioned in all the holy books. 

I know someone who organized a wedding and changed the whole menu because of one 

Jewish guest. Yet, when the guest invited him back, nothing was changed. He said he 

expected nothing, because that's what the Jews are like. With us it's different: Arabs educate 

their children to be concerned about things and to respect their surroundings. 

Student G: We Arabs are used to making sacrifices; it's part of our culture. The Arabs here 

always try to please the Jews. 

Student H: When an Arab child goes to a Jewish school, he immediately makes an effort to 

learn the language and to fit in, while here it's the opposite. One child changes the whole 

school. In this country we know Hebrew, but the Jews don't know Arabic. We feel inferior, 

with the result that a whole class bends over backward for one child, as do the teacher and the 

principal. 



Lecturer: We are talking here about an inter-cultural encounter, and what you say is 

happening is that the Arab side feels the need to please the Western side, and to adapt itself to 

it. I think you're right. An Arab child in a Jewish school – I take the risk of assuming – would 

not be granted such an accepting attitude. I also understand that this lack of symmetry is 

infuriating. It seems to me that much work has to be done on an inter-cultural level in order to 

help the two sides begin to understand each other. This absence of understanding causes 

many difficulties. The Arab side, which is collective by nature, tends to be more considerate 

of the other and to adapt itself. What is important in Arab society is to maintain the harmony 

of the group. As opposed to this, the Western, individualistic ethos is based on independence 

and self-fulfillment. The "I" is at the center, as opposed to the "we", so that a clear 

asymmetry is created between one group that is focused on itself, and the other group, which 

is focused on the first group. The result is that the Arab side feels hurt and insulted, because it 

expects the Westerners to treat them in a similar way to how they are treated, while the 

Westerners claim that they didn't ask the Arab side to forgo its own wishes for their benefit. 

The only way to solve this problem is simply to learn about and become more familiar with 

the other side, so that expectations will be more in accord with reality. The Arabs have to 

bear in mind that the Westerners are focused on themselves and don't feel the need to adapt to 

their surroundings to the same extent the Arabs do. If the Arabs realized this, they would not 

be constantly disappointed. On the other hand, the Westerners have to bear in mind that the 

individualism ingrained in them can be hurtful and insulting to Arabs, and that they need to 

moderate it somewhat and be considerate of the other. I am forced to summarize here in a few 

words the material of an entire course dealing with the inter-cultural encounter. I hope we 

will be able to offer this course in the future, because the implications of understanding the 

inter-cultural encounter are vast. It is difficult to explain to people what a different way of 

thinking is, because everyone is familiar only with his way of thinking and that of the people 

around him, who are generally part of his culture. A fish thinks that nothing exists besides 

water and other fish. Try and tell it that it's not so. Try and explain to a Westerner the 

significance of respect and shame in Arab society. Try and explain to an Arab the 

significance of independence and self-fulfillment in Western society, when he is mainly 

committed to fulfilling the goals of the group. When the one is focused on the inter-personal 

aspect and the other on the intra-personal aspect, I fear that without intensive investment in 

re-learning, the encounter is doomed to failure. Let me tell you about a research project I 

conducted. I asked twelve pairs of female students, Jews from Haifa University and Arabs 



from this college, to meet once a week for six weeks. During the meeting they could do 

whatever they wanted. The assignment was to write an inter-cultural diary describing the 

meeting and its contents. Each student received her partner's telephone number. The Jews 

generally took the initiative and called the Arabs. Nearly all the couples met for the first time 

at a place that was convenient for the Jews, namely the university. The location was chosen 

because in the course of the telephone conversation, the Arab student asked the Jewish 

student where she would like to meet, and the Jewish student had no problem in being 

assertive and stating where it was convenient for her. This was repeated at the second 

meeting in which most of the couples met again at a place that was convenient for the Jewish 

students. Afterwards, I started receiving reports from the Jewish students that the Arab 

students were not answering their telephones, and that they were unable to arrange additional 

meetings. On clarifying the issue, it emerged that the Arabs were angry with the Jews. They 

expected more consideration from them, meaning that not all the meetings would be 

conducted at a place convenient for the Jews. The Jews, for their part, claimed that the Arabs 

did not express their wishes clearly. The Arabs replied that they expected the Jews to 

understand them, and that from their point of view the need for reciprocity was obvious. In 

essence, we have here an example of inter-cultural lack of understanding that can be resolved 

by learning different methods of communication. 

 If we apply this research to our case, we could advise the principal, the teachers and the 

pupils in the Arab school not to go overboard to please the Jewish pupil, and not to change 

long-standing practices in order to make him feel comfortable. The Jewish pupil should be 

required to learn Arabic and behave according to the rules of the school, even if this means 

having to relinquish part of his uniqueness.  

 

 

47.  Purple is the color of love 

 

Today we heard from N. about A., a first-grade pupil who doesn’t want to come to school, 

and who spends most of his time outside the classroom. He is unconfident, hesitant, and seeks 

attention from the teachers. His father is deaf-mute, addicted to drugs, and used to batter A's 

mother. One night the children saw him chasing her with a knife; they screamed and shook 

with fear. The mother reported the incident and the father was jailed. The father's family, 

particularly A's grandmother and aunts, threatened the mother. "We will make your life hell," 



they told her, and she felt she had no choice but to leave home and move back to live with her 

parents, even though the courts had ruled that she was entitled to return to her home. A's 

brothers and sisters suffered from nightmares throughout this period. The family is poor, 

subsists on a National Insurance Institute allowance, and lives with the grandfather, who 

himself is an alcoholic. 

Student A: Why did the mother marry a deaf-mute? 

N: The mother's sister became pregnant when she was engaged to be married. Although she 

married her fiancé and had three children, the stigma remained. Everyone spoke about it and 

made the life of her sister, A's mother, a misery. At every opportunity, people reminded her 

of what happened, and predicted that she would do something even worse than her sister did. 

As a result, she did not enter into any romantic attachments, and until she was thirty years old 

no man had asked for her hand in marriage. So she had no choice but to marry a deaf-mute. 

She is a sad woman, lacks confidence and authority, has difficulty in making decisions, and 

has never really got over the difficult time she went through as a child. Her son, however, is 

looking for contact. I asked him, says N., if he likes me as a teacher and he said that he does. 

I told him to come to school for my sake, and the next day he happily came to school and 

brought me a flower. This was the first time he didn't hold on to his mother's pants at the door 

to the classroom, and allowed her to leave. 

Student B: What color was the flower? 

N: Purple. 

Lecturer: Why did you ask about the color. 

Student B: Every color has a different meaning. Purple is the color of love. 

Lecturer: You are saying that A. is making an important emotional statement toward N. 

which we shouldn't ignore. 

N: Each time he asks me when my next lesson is, because I only teach this class twice a 

week. 

Lecturer: You are like a mother for him. You should always tell him when the next class is so 

that he will have something to look forward to, and will have a feeling of continuity in the 

relationship. 

Student C: Maybe the father became violent because of the relationship with the mother? 

Lecturer: Are you saying that the mother may be responsible in some way for his violence 

toward her? 

Student C: Yes. Anyone can be driven crazy, especially if you are deaf-mute. 



Lecturer: It's true that anyone can be driven crazy, but as N. describes her, the mother doesn't 

seem to be someone who could drive someone else crazy. Besides, there is no justification in 

the world for physical violence, no matter what the mother did. 

Student D: Maybe he doesn't want to come to class because he fought with some of the 

children? 

Student E: You have to speak to his mother. He's little and doesn't understand. 

Lecturer: You should always talk to the child. You can explain things to a child of any age if 

you talk to him at the right level. You need to think how to present things to him in a way that 

he will be able to take in and understand. You also have to think what impact the father's 

violence has had on A's life. What does it say about A's ability to identify with him? It's not 

easy to identify with someone who is violent and to want to be like him. Similarly, how is A. 

affected by the thought that his mother might be murdered and he will remain alone? I would 

like to hear his side of the story. 

Student F: Was the father born deaf-mute? 

N: In the village they say that he become deaf-mute because he fell off a horse when he was 

little. 

Lecturer: Is it important whether he was born deaf-mute or whether it happened because of an 

accident? 

Student G: If he fell from a horse, it's a tragedy, and then I would feel sorry for him and 

maybe tend to forgive him. 

Lecturer: Maybe this is the reason for this illogical story. 

Student H: Maybe you actually have to be more authoritative with the boy because he lacks 

authority in his life. 

Lecturer: Yes, but the authority he lacks is benign authority. No one needs harmful authority. 

N: Whenever he does something in class he calls me over and wants to show it to me. He 

responds well to encouragement.  

Lecturer: It seems that he does have a positive experience of his mother, and he repeats this in 

the relationship with you; this is known as transference. He is succeeding in building a 

relationship of trust with you. Besides this, he brings you a flower and you react graciously to 

this. Of course you should also talk a bit to the mother, mainly to listen to her and to see if 

she needs any help. When the teacher pays attention to a child, often this leads to the parents 

paying more attention to him. In order to learn, one has to be emotionally available. It's no 

wonder that A. finds it difficult to make an effort and to concentrate on learning. I would also 



talk to him a bit about the difference between his home and the homes of the other children, 

so that he will understand that he is not responsible for his difficulties, and that what he does 

manage to accomplish is a real achievement. My impression is that the boy craves contact, 

that he responds to it and that it's possible to work with him. I also think that N. is managing 

to do this most impressively. 

 

 

48.  Identification with the aggressor 

 

We heard today from K., a third-grade teacher, about S., a pupil in his class. It appears that 

one of S's teachers hit S's head against the wall. She was hospitalized for the night and 

returned to her class. Even though the teacher was fired, since S's return to school the 

teachers and the pupils are afraid of talking to her. Actually, it's not clear who is afraid of 

whom, because sometimes when a teacher comes up to her she starts crying. No one has 

spoken to her about the incident. She was always a weak and tearful pupil, says K., and 

possibly there hasn't really been a change in her behavior. Both her parents are 

unsophisticated and hardly know how to read and write, and no one spoke to them either 

about the incident. The situation is not clear to us, because maybe she is exploiting what 

happened in order to gain attention. For example, when she disturbs in class and a teacher 

asks her to stop, she stops. In addition, she has become friendly with the daughter of the 

teacher who hit her head against the wall. This child is in S's class, so we think that maybe 

she didn't suffer any trauma. However, she does cry a lot, is frightened of the teachers, and 

everyone keeps his distance from her. 

 K. asks the class if we have a solution for S's condition. 

Student A: Was it really necessary to take her to hospital? 

K: After the blow on the head she didn't lose consciousness and continued as usual. Only 

afterwards did the nurse suggest calling an ambulance and sending her to hospital. 

Student B: Perhaps some of the teachers exploited the incident to get even with the teacher, 

and so they sent the girl to hospital. 

Student C: I think the pupil really did suffer trauma and that she's not putting on a show. 

 At this stage, some of the students thought there was a conspiracy against the teacher. 

Most, however, thought that S. had indeed experienced trauma. 



Lecturer: It really is confusing as well as unclear who is keeping away from whom, and why. 

Are the pupils and the teachers keeping away from S. or is it the other way round? It's as if 

she's become a social outcast, transformed from a victim of violence into the one who is to 

blame for what happened, and everybody is keeping away from her and punishing her. It's 

clear to me that she responds positively when people talk to her. It's difficult to know why 

she has become friendly with the daughter of the teacher who harmed her. Only by talking to 

her will it be possible to make sense of her very complex situation. What is clear, though, is 

that from being a girl who was beaten, she has become a girl who people keep away from. 

This is the same story as the boy who is battered or the girl who is raped, both of whom 

ultimately feel guilty for what happened to them. We call this "identification with the 

aggressor". In this case, by keeping away from S. and not speaking to her about what 

happened, the environment is telling her that she is to blame and should be punished. 

Possibly she is trying to get closer to the aggressor through her daughter, and in this sense she 

identifies with the perpetrator of the violence. In a talk with S., she should be told clearly that 

no matter what she did, if anything, nothing justifies violence by a teacher toward a pupil, not 

to mention violence of this kind. S. must be helped to extricate herself from the feeling of 

guilt that very likely is lodged inside her. 

 The idea that there is nothing more here than a conspiracy against the offending 

teacher, completely wipes S. out of the picture. K. focused on S., while we are dealing with 

the aggressor and not with the victim. The teacher who hit S's head against the wall suddenly 

becomes the one to be pitied. I think it's very important for us to be aware of these 

turnabouts. I would add that a child "does not exploit his situation in order to gain attention." 

I suggest that we look at the situation differently. A child is entitled to attention. When this is 

not forthcoming, he is likely to try to obtain it in other ways. S. is not a bad girl; she's a girl 

who has difficulties. Our ability to be empathic to every child is of the utmost importance, 

namely the ability to transform "a bad child" into "a child who has difficulties".  

K: Everyone needs to give her a lot of warmth and love. 

It seemed to me that everyone agreed. 

 

 



49.  I love you 

 

Two sixth-grade girls who I teach asked to talk to me. They looked flustered, tense, and 

somewhat embarrassed, says M., a male teacher. I thought that something serious had 

happened. 

M: What would you like to tell me? 

P: A boy in my class wrote "I love you" in English on my desk. (Silence…) I didn't see him 

doing it, but my friends told me. It could only have been him. (Silence…) 

M: You both seem very tense and flustered. 

P: Of course we are. What he did is annoying and unacceptable. 

M: Did anyone see him writing these things? 

P: No. 

M: Let's assume that this boy did indeed write these words. What do you think he wanted to 

say to you? 

P: (Long silence…) Probably that he has bad thoughts and bad intentions. 

M: What would you like to say to him? 

P: That we're all in the same class at school and that's all. I don't talk about love and other 

forbidden things. We don't talk about things like that in our home. 

M: Would you be prepared to say this to him in my presence? 

P: Yes. 

M: Please tell me a bit about your family. 

P: We are a family of many children. I have a father, mother, two brothers and three sisters. 

My older brother got married during the summer. He had a big wedding. My father invited 

everyone. He has many friends and everyone came to celebrate the happy event. My father is 

very religious and prays in the mosque. If what this boy did reaches his ears, what he wrote 

on the desk, I think he would hang him (again the girl seemed agitated). 

M: You seem very angry. 

P: Yes, I'm angry at him. 

M: Please tell me about the other members of your family. 

P: My mother is a housewife. She works hard and I feel sorry for her. We're a large family 

and I help her with the household tasks. I also have a little sister in kindergarten. Even though 

she's younger than me, I play with her. She's beautiful like me. We're a very good family. We 

don't cause anyone problems, and we don't want this boy to cause us problems. 



M: Please return to your class, and I'll deal with the matter. (P's friend accompanied her and 

didn't say anything.) M. summoned B., the boy suspected of having written on the desk. 

M: How are you, B? 

B: Everything's fine. 

M: Please tell me about how you get on with the children in your class. 

B: We get on fine. I know why you asked me to come and see you and what you want to ask 

me. The two girls who were here told me they complained about the uneducational things I 

wrote on her desk…(Silence) 

M: What do you think? 

B: Look, I'll tell you the truth. I did write them, but I have no bad intentions…(Silence) 

M: What do you mean by bad intentions? 

B: (Silence…) 

M: The girl doesn't like what you did. 

B: I know. I'll stop doing it. It was wrong of me. Simply wrong. (The boy looks away) Our 

parents are friends, and if they were to hear about this, it would be bad, very bad. My father 

would punish me. 

M: What would you like to say to this girl? 

B: I'll stop doing this, I swear I'll stop…(Silence). I was wrong. 

M: Would you be prepared to tell her this face to face. 

B: Yes. 

M calls P. She arrives looking agitated, and P. looks at the floor. 

M: Who would like to say something to the other? 

P: (After both remain silent) I don't want him to write these things to me. If he does it again, 

I'll tell my parents and they'll know very well how to teach him and educate him. Silence… P. 

looks at M., and B. looks at the floor. His face is flushed.  

M: B., would you like to say something. 

B: Yes, I was wrong. I won't repeat it. 

M: Listen my dear children. Maybe now you won't understand me, but when you grow up 

you will learn that it's okay for him to say or hint to you that he loves you, and also it's your 

right to say or hint to him that you're not interested. And if you do, then he has to leave the 

matter alone. 

P: (Smiles)  

M. asks P to return to class and remains with B. 



M: You should honor the agreement. Nothing terrible happened, and you behaved very well. 

 

In the discussion that developed in the class, M. said that looking back, he was a bit alarmed 

by the event and his reaction to it. The message I conveyed contradicts the opinion of most of 

the teachers and the parents, he said, and could cause a commotion in the school and in the 

village, and hurt the school's reputation. 

 I didn't feel I had anything to add to M's sensitive and courageous intervention. 

Educators often have a more modern approach than the societies in which they work, whether 

because of the training they received, or by virtue of the fact that they chose this particular 

profession, and thus expect to encounter dilemmas of this kind. M. chose to encourage B. to 

respect P's wishes and her upbringing, while at the same time conveying a progressive 

general message concerning the individual's right to express himself, and the right of the 

other to refuse. He could have chosen to speak to each of them separately, and not to be the 

arbiter of cultural mores. However, more than anything, P's smile attests to the fact that M. 

had made the correct choice. He managed to reconcile respect for P's wishes with B's rights, 

and taught each party something about the other. Clearly, many traditional parents would not 

like the idea that boys write "I love you" to their daughters in school. Thus, in more extreme 

cases, I wouldn't recommend issuing a blanket statement about what is permitted and what is 

not, as M. did in an attempt to find a common denominator between the two cultures. Rather, 

I would be satisfied with an apology for the emotional harm that had been caused. 

 The encounter between a culture that upholds the individual's right to say almost 

anything that is on his mind, and a culture that views itself as entitled to supervise what the 

individual says, is fraught with difficulty, since, by definition, the two are incompatible. In 

Western society it is permitted for a boy to say "I love you" to a girl without incurring 

punishment. In traditional (more religious) society a statement of this kind is totally 

unacceptable. Thus if each side adheres to its position, confrontation is inevitable. The only 

way to avoid falling into a trap is to demonstrate inter-cultural sensitivity and to be wise 

rather than correct. 



ADOLESCENCE 

Family Members Talk 

 

50.  Empathy 

 

Today Y. told us about her sixteen-year-old daughter M. She also has a twenty-one-year-old 

daughter R., and a ten-year-old son H.. She has never had any problems with R., says Y. 

She's a disciplined and obedient girl, a good student, bright, everything a mother could wish 

for. With M. it's a different story. Even in the womb, she didn't stop moving from side to side 

and shifting my whole stomach, and at two months insisted on holding her bottle by herself. 

This is the kind of temperament she had, Y. explains. She's a vulnerable child, gets insulted 

easily and then cries, but is very stubborn. There are continuous confrontations at home about 

the computer, because she doesn't want to let her brother and sister use it. She tells me that 

I'm like a policeman. In the six years before her brother was born, she was pampered by 

everyone, so I can understand that she finds it difficult now. When I stroke her cheek, 

however, she calms down completely. M. very much misses her late grandmother who loved 

her and pampered her constantly. Recently she asked to see her aunt who reminds her of her 

grandmother, and we went to visit her. I will never forget how, when I was pregnant with H., 

my older daughter R. sat beside me and sang church songs, saying that she wants him to 

know God and to believe in Him. M., on the other hand, put her mouth on my stomach and 

screamed – she said she wants to drive him crazy. In school, however, she behaves really 

well and tries to be a perfect child. What I want to ask you, says Y., is how to react when R. 

doesn't obey me. 

 Some of the students in the class said that she is a pampered child who always got 

everything she wanted. Now that things have changed, she has to come to terms with the 

change and understand that she is no longer the little girl who gets everything. In particular, 

when a son is born into the family after two girls, he clearly will receive more attention than 

she. 

 I know my student Y., and have a very good feeling about her mothering. I am also 

aware, however, of two situations that generally occur in traditional society: either the parent 

identifies with the child, and condones his actions and fulfills all his wishes, or the parent is 

distant and detached, and the child experiences strong rejection. I tried to speak about the 

middle position, which we call empathy, in which the parent understands the child, but does 



not necessarily agree with him. In this situation, the parent can acknowledge the child's 

demands, but is also able to show him another way of looking at things. M., I told them, 

really does get insulted, does feel hurt, and does miss her childhood when she was a little 

princess. She is not, however, a bad and pampered child. She is a good child who, when her 

mother caresses her, immediately softens. Other students wondered how she could possibly 

feel insulted. "Doesn't she understand that her brother and her sister are also entitled to have 

some time on the computer?" I told them that you can't argue with feelings, because we are 

not dealing here with who is right and who is wrong. This is how she feels. Of course this 

doesn't mean you have to give in to her on things she is not entitled to, but rather that you 

should speak to her with more warmth and understanding. For example, you could say to her, 

"I understand that you want to continue playing on the computer, but your sister is also 

entitled to use it," or "you sometimes feel that I'm like a policeman, and maybe I do make 

mistakes now and then, but still I don't agree that …" Or if she insists, you could ask her, 

"what do you suggest we do?" and so on. If the mother speaks to M. in this way, she will 

calm down, because she will feel that her mother understands her, even if she doesn't give in 

to her demands. 

 It is difficult to assimilate the concept of empathy in traditional society, because to 

internalize it, you have to separate from the other, adopting an independent and not 

interdependent perspective. As long as there is no emotional distance from the other, the 

individual can identify with him or reject him, but cannot be in that middle position that 

enables one to see the world through the other's eyes and still not necessarily agree with him 

or her. If someone is sinking in a swamp and you want to help him, it's better not to leap with 

both feet into the swamp, because then you'll both sink. Rather, you should keep one leg on 

the outside so that you can extend a hand and pull him out. This is empathy. You're with him, 

but you can also help him because you're in another place and therefore see things differently. 

Often in traditional society, parents demand that their children identity with them and obey 

them absolutely. There is no empathy here toward the child because he does not have the 

freedom to express his opinion. Democracy is based on empathy – I can understand other 

people's position, but I don't have to agree with it, and I don't have to vote the way they do in 

elections. Getting back to Y., I would like to help her to develop this tool of empathic 

understanding. M. will feel good and the confrontations at home will be less severe if Y. 

understands her, even when she doesn't agree with her.  

 



 

51.  Totally domineering 

 

Today A. told us about her difficulties. She has three children, a boy of seventeen, and two 

girls, one fourteen and the other thirteen. R., the middle child, is totally domineering, says A. 

Up to sixth grade she was a model child, an excellent pupil whose grades never fell below 90, 

polite, and liked by all the teachers. I never worried about her and her future looked rosy. The 

problems started when she began junior high school. She made friends with an aggressive 

and loud girl whose body language is vulgar and inappropriate. I didn't allow her to visit this 

friend, but only to meet her in our home. R. shouted and said that no matter how much I try, I 

won't succeed in separating her from her friend. She stopped studying, and her grades started 

to drop. She also got into arguments with some of the teachers, and at home tried to control 

her brother, her sister and me. Her father is seldom home, but when he is at home he agrees 

with me.  

 In eighth grade, her grades continued to drop. She told me she doesn't love me, and that 

I don't love her and don't want her to be happy. I love her very much, and even deny myself 

things so that I can give her what she wants. Most of her classmates seem to like her, says A., 

but this is probably because she has a hold on them. Over the years I didn't lose heart and 

continued to teach her how to behave, but she turned a deaf ear. This year, in ninth grade, 

there has been a slight improvement in her grades and her behavior, and I continue every day 

to ask God to help me to be a good mother, and to return my R. to me as she once was, a 

good, polite and perfect child.  

The following discussion developed in the class: 

Student A: How does she relate to her brother and sister? 

A: She is domineering and tries to control everyone, but her brother doesn't let her control 

him. 

Student B: What's her brother like? 

A: He has a completely different personality from hers. He's a good child, well-mannered, 

polite and quiet. 

Student C: What's R's relationship like with her sister? 

A: Her sister is also quiet and polite, and most of the time she gives in to R. But when she 

puts up opposition, they start to fight. 

Student D: How do you relate to the brother and the sister? 



A: I treat all my children equally. The other two have different personalities, they're quieter. 

Student E: What kind of person is the friend who had such a bad influence on her? 

A: She behaves in an unacceptable manner, always laughing and shrieking. When she comes 

to visit, all the neighbors hear her shouting and I'm embarrassed. 

Student F: Why is she attracted to this friend? Maybe it's because you come here to study and 

aren't at home? 

A: No. R. became friendly with the girl even before I started studying. 

Student G: Is it possible that when she was a good pupil, she didn't get enough attention? 

A: On the contrary. Everyone knew how charming and industrious she was. Everyone 

appreciated her and called her "little A" because she was so similar to me. 

Lecturer: ("Little A" – I understood how much A. identifies with her daughter R., wants her 

to be perfect, and puts a lot of pressure on her) Try to be R. for a moment and tell us what R. 

would say about you. 

A: If I were R., I would say that I am a friendly girl, tidy, and love my mother, father, brother 

and sister very much. I am very independent and would like to live without anyone 

interfering in my life, but my mother is very strict. (A. starts to laugh) 

Lecturer: Why are you laughing? 

A: Maybe I'm laughing at myself. I know that I'm strict and that I want to know everything 

about my daughter. 

Student H: It's your right because you're her mother. 

Student I: A. is very strict. I know her. Every Thursday morning when we're on the bus 

together, I hear her calling her daughter ten times to wake her up.  

A: I have to call, because many times when I didn't she was late for school. I call her even if 

it makes me late for work. 

Student J: A. should definitely call often and not leave R. by herself. When left to herself, R's 

situation doesn't change. Every mother has to look after her daughter. It's not A. who has the 

problem, but R. 

A: I never said that R. is the problem. I always look for a way to be calm and to treat her 

nicely. Everyone around us says how well-behaved my girls are.  

Student K: Do you think that your neighbors are more important than your daughter? 

A: My husband and my children are the most important things in the world for me. However, 

we live in a traditional society and you always have to pay attention to what others say. 

Lecturer: I see that A. is the problem and not R. 



A: Laughs. 

Lecturer: Why are you laughing? 

A: I'm laughing at myself. I feel the problem. It hurts me because I love her more than I love 

myself, and I'll do anything to improve the situation. In the past I consulted with the school 

counselor, and she asked me to leave R. alone for a while. So I left her alone for a few 

months, but the result was that the situation deteriorated. 

Student L: Did R. feel that you left her alone? 

A: I don't know. 

Student L: Neither do I. 

 The recommendation to A. was to set clear limits for her daughter where this is really 

necessary, for example, that a computer game shouldn't keep her up too late at night. Beyond 

this, however, it is unnecessary to invade her privacy or get under her skin, because this will 

only arouse her opposition and her anger. A. loves R. very much and identifies deeply with 

her, but interferes too much in her affairs. R. finds it difficult to study because she is engaged 

in a war with her mother and knows how important studies are to her. The students added that 

A. shouldn't be constantly pre-occupied with what people in her neighborhood will say. 

These students, who live in same society as A., told her that she is attaching too much 

importance to this issue, and they encouraged her to give her daughter more freedom. I added 

that she should buy her daughter an alarm clock so that she can wake herself up in the 

morning. 

 As in all the cases described, a case like this could occur in any society. In traditional 

society, however, because of the tendency toward a lack of separateness between parents and 

children, there is a greater likelihood that the parent will identify deeply with his child, with 

the result that the child  feels he has to rebel in order to distance the parent. A. feels that she 

and R. are one, which is something R. cannot tolerate. As often happens, these feelings erupt 

in adolescence. The tremendous weight that traditional society attributes to what people in the 

community say, adds to the parent's pressure on his child to conform, often, as in this case, 

with painful results. 

 Since the lesson was drawing to a close, I wrote on the board a few understandings that 

had emerged from the discussion:   

1.  It was not the society that changed R's personality, but rather the relationship with her 

mother that shaped her personality. 



2.  The mother says that R's classmates like her because she dominates them. This statement 

seems to attest more to A's ambivalent feelings toward R. than to anything else. 

3.  There is no need to aim for R. to be a model child, just as the mother doesn't need to be an 

ideal mother. No one is perfect. 

4.  It is permissible for A. to study without feeling guilty. The mother's studies also benefit 

the daughter. 

 

 

52.  You are "children of a whore" 

 

Y. told us about thirteen-years-old H., who committed suicide by hanging himself. He was 

the fifth child in a family of two girls and five boys. Three years previously the parents 

divorced. The mother had cheated on her husband with his cousin, and later left her husband 

and her children and went to live with her lover in a neighboring village. The father remarried 

and had three more children. The new wife, from another village, treated the father's children 

very badly, says Y. She incited the father against them, told lies about them, and beat them 

mercilessly. The older sister, who gave the children moral support and to whom H. was very 

attached, was herself beaten by the father and the stepmother, even though she was already 

engaged. In the wake of the mother's betrayal, this daughter's fiancé, who was a relative, left 

her, even though they had a good relationship, and her father forced her to marry someone 

from a neighboring village whom she didn't want. 

 Y. remembers H. as a quiet, industrious, sociable child. He had many friends and his 

teachers also liked him. He was good-looking, with lovely eyes and blond hair. His best 

friend, who was like a brother to him, has not yet recovered from the suicide, and sometimes 

even lashes out at his parents. I still remember, Y says,  how the father used to chase H. and 

his brothers on the street, grab them and beat them in front of everyone. No one in the family 

intervened, and the children accepted the beatings as a fact of life.  

 I still remember once asking H's sister why she is closer to him and more supportive of 

him than of the other siblings. She said that he is so quiet, and that she is frightened he'll do 

something to himself. My question to the class, said Y., is whether H's solution was the 

correct one for the situation in which he found himself. 

Lecturer: Let's try to understand H., his feelings and his inner world, instead of looking for 

philosophical or ethical answers of right or wrong, good or bad. 



Student A: Why do you think he committed suicide? 

Y: He was beaten by both his parents. His stepmother would curse him, and he kept on 

hearing the lies she told his father about him. He certainly felt humiliated and that he lacked 

parental love. The older sister tried to give him maternal love, but didn't succeed because she 

wasn't his mother. The oldest brother worked and gave everything he earned to his 

stepmother, but she gave nothing to H. In the neighborhood they called him a "son of a 

whore" and said to him: "your mother left her home and her husband, and didn't want you any 

more. Maybe you're not her son." 

Student B: He couldn't come to terms with what his mother did.  

Student C: It's just as well that she didn't cheat on her husband with his brother. 

Y: I think the father hated his first wife, the mother of the children, and wanted to avenge her 

cheating by being violent to the children. Not long before H. committed suicide, the father 

beat him and his older sister. He shouted at them in earshot of everyone, "you're children of a 

whore". Even though the extended family is financially well off, none of the paternal 

grandparents, uncles or aunts gave the children any material support. Their view was that the 

children had to bear the responsibility for the fact that their mother had left them. Even when 

the father beat the children, the grandparents (the father's parents) didn't intervene. 

Student D: Did the beatings cease after the suicide? 

Y: No. Nothing changed. In the end the welfare authorities got involved and removed some 

of the children from the home. 

Student E: Were there any previous suicide attempts? 

Y: Not that I know of. 

Student F: If the mother had a good relationship with her children, she wouldn't have left 

them. 

Student G: What did she think when she cheated? After all, the results were known in 

advance. According to Islam, she is not entitled to the children after she cheated. 

Y: The shame killed him. He looked for help to escape his father's and his stepmother's 

hatred, as if he were to blame for what his mother did. Ultimately he reached the conclusion 

that only death could save him. Had he received support from the extended family, maybe he 

would not have committed suicide. But he was alone. 

Lecturer: We really don't have enough details about the case to know exactly what happened 

and what H. was feeling that drove him to suicide. It seems that the extended family 

conveyed the message to him that he was responsible for what his mother did, and that he had 



to shoulder the blame and bear the punishment. The father, the stepmother and the relatives 

viewed H. and his siblings as the mother's representative, and identified them with her. They 

did not see the children as separate human beings from their mother, and therefore not 

responsible for her actions, and they totally rejected them. H., it seems, was a sensitive, 

introverted child who found it difficult to express anger toward others. He kept everything 

inside, until he couldn't take it any longer. 

 Suicide is a fatal blow to the self, and includes elements of self-punishment. Possibly 

the close relationship H. had with his older sister was a continuation of the relationship he 

had had with his mother, and her abandonment of him was particularly painful for him. 

Furthermore, his introversion and his inability to express anger in an environment that heaped 

so much blame on him, left him no alternative but to accept responsibility for his mother's 

actions. From here the path to causing harm to himself was tragically too short.  

  

 

53.  Books are his enemies 

 

Today T. complained to the class that her son, L., doesn't do his two hours of reading every 

day. L. is a clever, quiet eighth-grade student who does well at school, his mother says, but he 

doesn't like reading. On the other hand, he very much enjoys watching television, especially 

films about animals, as well as playing on the computer and spending time with friends. He 

has no trouble doing his homework, but regards books as his enemies. I keep pushing the 

reading issue. "L., go and read. You haven't read enough today," I tell him, and when he sees 

me approaching he says angrily, "you want me to read…" As opposed to him, his older 

brother, S., who is in twelfth grade, likes reading very much. Recently L. hasn't been telling 

me when he has examinations, so that I won't put pressure on him, but all the same he gets 

good grades. My question is whether I am doing the right thing by insisting that he reads. 

Student A: You shouldn't put pressure on him about reading. 

Student B: I also don't think you should put pressure on him because he's a good student. 

Student C: Television and the Internet are also reading that didn't exist in the past, and is far 

more widespread today that reading books. 

Student D: Maybe take him to "Steimatzky" and let him choose a book he likes. 

Student E: If you let him read whatever he wants, his brother will also stop reading, because 

you let his younger brother read whatever he wants but not him.  



Lecturer: Possibly the older brother reads because he enjoys reading and not because he is 

forced to. 

Student F: In my opinion you shouldn't compare brothers because each is different and the 

comparison will arouse hatred between them. 

Lecturer: Pressure can often cause more damage than benefit, and the child could also 

develop resistance to reading, and begin to hate it. You can suggest, you can encourage, but 

beyond that it's coercion that undermines the child's autonomy. Also, two hours a day is 

really too much. 

 In individually-oriented Western society it is assumed that things have to come from 

within, and that it's counter-productive to force someone to like something. For example, if L. 

doesn't like reading, there's nothing you can do beyond the common sense methods (showing 

interest from time to time, asking him if he has read and what he has read, buying him a book 

etc.). In traditional society, the widespread assumption is that the parents know better than the 

child what's good for him, and that the child has to be coerced in many cases, otherwise 

nothing will happen. In other words, a parent who gives his child too much freedom, 

seriously jeopardizes his development. The result is that children in traditional society 

sometimes don't know what they really want, because what they often seem to want most is 

that which the parents want for them, and they feel they have to please their parents. Reading 

books, like any meaningful learning or creative process, has to come from within, as opposed 

to rote learning or copying, which do not require independent thinking. Coercion is, of 

course, the enemy of creative learning, and could cause the child, as we see in the case of L., 

to develop resistance to sharing other matters with his parents.  

 

 

54.  No one's listening 

 

Today N. spoke about V., her seventeen-year-old adolescent son. V. does yet have a driving 

license, yet he drove the family car without permission. When I returned home, says N., I saw 

that the car wasn't where I had left it, and my husband couldn't have taken it since he wasn’t 

at home. There was also a small dent at the back that wasn't there before. I remembered that I 

had left the car keys on the table because I was in a hurry, and they were still where I had left 

them. A few days later I went up to my son and gave him the keys, and asked him to move 

the car slightly into the shade. V. looked shocked, turned red in the face and said, "What are 



you talking about, I don't have a license." Several days later I called him and said, "no one's 

listening, tell me why you took the car?" He admitted he had taken the car and had dented it 

slightly, but justified it by saying that he is learning "traffic education" at school, and wanted 

to put into practice what he had learned. I explained to him how dangerous it was, but I didn't 

punish him, says N., but since then I don't leave the keys on the table. I don't know if I did the 

right thing. 

Student A: Why did you ask him to move the car? 

N: To see how his mind works. 

Student B: It's a confusing message. Now he doesn't know if he is permitted to drive without 

a license or whether it is prohibited. 

Student C: You can't always hide the keys. Tomorrow you'll also have to hide all the knives 

in the house, and so on. 

Student D: I would leave the keys on the table intentionally, so that he will see them and 

learn not to touch them.  

Student E: I wouldn't leave the keys, but I would look for ways to check up on him. 

Student F: I let my son drive before he got a license, so that he would learn not to be afraid 

and to be a man. 

Student G: I let my wife drive before she got a license, and this saved her having to take 

driving lessons afterwards.  

Student H: Adolescence is frightening and dangerous. You have to get the father involved 

and ask him to have an open discussion with his son about the danger in driving without a 

license.  

Student I: I would punish him because he betrayed my trust, and would demand that he 

promise not to do it again. 

Lecturer: I think it's always preferable to be direct with the boy and not beat around the bush. 

You and your husband should tell him that you know he took the car, that it's very dangerous, 

and that he must not do it again. There is no way that I would let my child drive without a 

license. This is what the law is for, to protect us. I certainly wouldn't hide the keys, and also 

wouldn't intentionally leave them on the table, because I want to avoid manipulations, and 

prefer to develop a relationship of trust with my son.  

 This tendency of N's to test her son instead of telling him what she knows and what she 

feels to be the truth, is common in traditional society and less common in modern society. 

Traditional society, with its external locus of control, is more directed toward affirming the 



individual as opposed to examining the truth of what he says. The result is the development 

of extensive interpersonal and manipulative abilities at the expense of a commitment to 

telling the truth. 

 

 

55.  Little mother 

 

 

Z. is fourteen years old, her mother, T., tells us, but she behaves like a mother. Z. has three 

adult sisters and twin brothers five years younger than her. She is the only one, however, who 

behaves like a mother. She is a sweet, organized and tidy girl, an excellent student who likes 

studying, and also writes poetry. She particularly likes cleaning and organizing the home. She 

is sociable in school, but in the afternoons her friends don't interest her. The afternoons are 

when she demands that her parents leave the kitchen or the home so that she can clean it, and 

when she finishes she is no hurry to let the family return, particularly her brothers, in case 

they dirty their room. When her brothers make a mess of what she has arranged she 

sometimes beats them. When I arrange the closet, T says, she changes things around. Even on 

holidays she doesn't sleep-in late like everyone else in the family. She gets up early and starts 

to put things in order. T. says that she consults with Z. on various matters, because Z. sees 

things in a responsible way. For example, Z. encouraged her mother to take an additional 

course in learning disabilities over and above her regular curriculum, because it could be 

beneficial for her in the future. She told T. she would help her to do everything that needs to 

be done so that she can devote time to her studies.  

 Recently Z. has started to pray a lot. For example, she prays that her brothers will do 

well in their examinations. It all began about a year ago when she was thirteen. Now she gets 

up in the morning, prays and gets ready for school. When she returns in the afternoon, she 

prays again, does her homework and watches a bit of television while I prepare the food. So 

far everything is fine. The problem begins after lunch. When we have finished eating, Z. asks 

us all to go outside, and she starts cleaning. She doesn't want anyone to help her. When I 

insist and wash the dishes, she will wash them again after me. I don't know what to do with 

her, T. ends her story with a smile. 

Student A: So is it good or bad? 



T: I like the fact that she arranges everything, but recently she has started to take control of 

the house, and it's getting to be too much. 

Student B: For many years she was the pampered little child until her brothers were born. 

Maybe now she is trying to overcome her envy toward them – sons that get everything they 

want – so she becomes a mother. 

Lecturer: She is also an adolescent who has to deal with her natural urges, and this is maybe 

why she suddenly feels the need to pray. Either way, her childhood is slipping away. 

Student C: What about the father? What does he say about this? 

T: He only comes home on weekends, and he gets angry when she doesn't let him into the 

kitchen.  

Student D: What do her sisters say? 

T: They don't have a good relationship with Z. They are envious of her. They ask me if I am 

pleased with her behavior. I feel sorry for Z. and am angry with the sisters for not approving 

of her. 

Student E: I don't think it's good that you get advice from Z., because you give her the feeling 

that she is older than she really is. 

Student F: Divide up the household tasks, and let everyone help. 

T: We did this, but she goes over the work the others have done. 

Lecturer: It seems to me, T. that everyone is telling you that you have to help Z. to return to 

her real age, to being a fourteen-year-old child who studies and plays with her friends, and 

helps a bit around the house, but no more. The price she is paying in losing her childhood is 

too high, and it will be too late to correct this afterwards. It is important that you exercise 

your maternal authority to stop her where necessary. Don't forget that you are not friends; 

you're the mother and she is your daughter. Equality among the children is important not only 

for Z. but also for her sisters. I assume that they don't like her all that much, as you have said, 

because she also arouses guilt and envy in them. Everyone will benefit from greater equality 

at home and from a proper division of the household work. 

 

 

56.  Cinderella  

 

Today G. presented a family with three daughters, aged three, ten and fifteen. When the little 

girl falls down, the mother shouts at the eldest daughter, D., scolding her for not looking after 



her little sister. The parents own a café and spend the afternoon and evening hours there. D. 

has to take care of all her sisters' needs, help them with their homework, and deal with 

everything around the home. Her mother demands that she get a grade of 100 in all her 

examinations, otherwise she won't be allowed home. D. is a very well-behaved girl, a diligent 

student, and also has good friends, says G. She is in charge of everything that goes on at 

home, even when her mother is present. The following is the discussion that G. was witness 

to when the little girl fell: 

Mother: You're the oldest daughter at home, and you must pay attention to everything 

that happens and be responsible for everything. 

D: (Cries) 

Mother: Have you done your homework? 

D: Yes, and tomorrow we have a physics test. 

Mother: So study hard. I want 100. 

D: I don't promise. 

Mother: What do you mean you don't promise? You have to get 100. 

D: Have to? 

Mother: Yes. Have to, because there's no reason why not. You've got the ability, and if 

you don't get 100, don't bother coming home. 

 

 D. asks G: "Why is this happening to me? What should I do?" G. asks us the same 

question: "What should I do?" 

Student A: The mother is just pretending when she threatens not to let D. come home. 

Student B: They should switch roles. The mother should be at home and the girl in the café. 

The work at home is harder and demands more responsibility. 

G: The mother wouldn't agree. She prefers the café. 

Student C: Let her get someone to replace her at the café so she can also spend time at home. 

Student D: What does the father say? 

G: He says that he doesn't care. He doesn't interfere and leaves the girls' education to the 

mother. 

Lecturer: D. is losing her childhood. Instead of being a child or a teenager, they have turned 

her into a mother. I fear that she will grow up to be a submissive woman, and possibly will 

also be troubled by guilt feelings. What was the mother's childhood like? 

G: Good, actually. She was the youngest daughter and wasn't exploited like her daughter. 



Student E: You could explain to the mother that her daughter is an adolescent, and that she 

needs to develop warm and close contact with her.  

Student F: Talk to D. as well. Even a casual chat could help. 

Lecturer: You're saying that empathy in itself has value, which is definitely correct. 

Student G: The second daughter could also participate a little in the household chores. 

Student H: Only the daughter herself can solve the problem. She should speak to her mother 

and tell her that she can't both look after the house and get 100. 

Lecturer: The demand to always get a grade of 100 can only bring about the child's failure, 

because no one can always get 100, and if the child feels that no matter how hard he tries he 

won't win his parents' approval, then why make the effort at all? A demand of this kind is the 

opposite of conveying enthusiasm about the child's achievements – something that is vital for 

the child's development – and implies that they are always disappointed with him. This is a 

self-fulfilling prophecy.  

Student I: They have turned the girl into a servant for everyone, a Cinderella.  

Student J: When the parents return home, the girl could complain by saying, "I can't stand it 

any more". Maybe then they'll start thinking about what's good for her. 

G: I promised D. I would speak to her mother on her behalf. 

Lecturer: It's no less important to speak to her father and to explain to him that he has to start 

becoming a partner in his daughters' education. Not only do the girls need a father with 

influence at home, they also need him as someone who can put a stop to the mother's 

overbearing attitude. A family without a father is half a family, and the children lose a lot. 

You can appeal to the father's self-respect and to his importance in the family. Tell him how 

much the girls need him, and how much he could help them. In traditional collective society, 

adolescence is not usually an age of emotional upheaval and revolt as it often is in the West. 

Usually this is a relatively calm age in which adolescent boys or girls are obedient, because 

often the family decides what they will study and who they will marry. Thus the big 

decisions, which cause so much emotional tension are out of the adolescent's hands. Also, the 

adolescent in traditional society often continues living in proximity to the extended family or 

is in close contact with the family, and does not really separate from the family as is 

customary in modern Western society. Therefore, the whole process of growing toward 

independence, a process that requires emotional separation from the family, does not exist, 

because the developmental objective is that of maintaining closeness. In our case, D. is 

obedient and does not rebel, the opposite of how a Western daughter would be likely to 



behave in similar circumstances. She accepts her mother's authority unquestioningly. D., in 

fact, was groomed for the role of mother from a young age, and her personality has been 

shaped in a way that matches her mother's needs. 

 

 

TEACHERS TALK 

 

57.  Incest 

 

Today R. spoke about M., her thirteen-year-old student, a quiet and polite girl who always 

used to do her homework properly. Recently, M. has begun to behave aggressively, to shout, 

swear, and harass the other students. R. spoke to her but it didn't seem to help. R. sent a letter 

to M's parents detailing the change in her behavior, but did not receive a response. One day 

R. saw M. crying, and went up to her to ask what was wrong. M. said she was going to 

complain to the police about R. and about the principal. She would tell the police that they 

had hit her on the head. She also intends to tear her clothes and to tell the police that they did 

it. R. reported all this to the principal who told her to put it in writing. Afterwards M. told R. 

that she, M., was not a nice person and that she planned to travel alone to Sahnin. R. was 

shocked, because it is unheard of in traditional society for a thirteen-year-old girl to go to a 

neighboring town on her own. The following discussion took place between M. and R. and 

was presented to the class: 

M: How many daughters do you have? 

R: Five. 

M: Does their father love them? 

R: Yes. 

M: What does he do for them? 

R: He buys them things, clothes, hugs them and tells them stories. 

R: What about you. Doesn't your father love you? 

M: (Doesn't answer). There's a snake in my room that I'm afraid of. 

 

 A short time afterward it transpired that the girl had been raped by her father. He was 

jailed and M. was placed in a hostel to which she returns every day after school. R. asked 

what she can do to help M. 



 I explained to the class the significance of M's feeling that she is not a nice person, and 

how she is trying to transform herself into an immoral person by going to Sahnin. She is 

behaving as if she is guilty and deserves to be punished. In many cases of rape, the victim 

feels that she is to blame. She might blame herself for thinking that she seduced her father 

because of some thought that may have passed through her mind, and she fails to understand 

that her parents' job is to protect her, take care of her and not to abuse her sexually. It seems 

that it was difficult for her to lodge a complaint to the police about her father, so she 

transferred the complaint to R. and the principal, as if they had abused her. The story of the 

snake may also be connected in her mind with the male sexual organ that in her imagination 

doesn't leave her. M. asks R. if her husband loves his daughters, and she almost certainly 

wants to know if other fathers behave like hers. By harassing other children in her class, she 

is reconstructing and reliving the nightmare she has undergone. I explained that in these 

situations the girl needs to be told firmly that she is in no way to blame, that she is not 

responsible for what happened, and that it is her parents' role to protect her and not to abuse 

her.  

 The class asked if the rape was a one-time event, to which R. replied that it wasn't. 

When asked if M. had told her mother, R. replied that she hadn't told anyone. How then were 

the police informed? This is unclear. Was it only the father who raped her? R. said that to the 

best of her knowledge it was only the father and not her brothers. Does she have friends? 

Few, but she feels comfortable with the other girls in the hostel. 

 A discussion developed in the class as to whether it was correct to remove her from her 

home. Some said that such a move was never justified, whatever the circumstances. Others 

said it was good she had been removed, because the father could take revenge on her after his 

release from jail. It transpired that she has a brother who is a drug addict, and that her mother 

is somewhat mentally impaired and cannot protect her. People asked why the extended family 

didn't intervene and adopt her. Doesn't she have uncles and relatives? It seems that M. doesn't 

have an extended family that could help her. We spoke about R's role as a warm and 

supportive figure who could give M. the love she so lacks. Some people asked where the 

mother was in all this. How could she not have known? And if she knew, why did she not 

intervene? M. didn't tell R. about the rape, so that R. cannot talk to her about it, but she can 

give her a feeling of closeness and warmth. Clearly the women in the class were very shaken. 

Some said that cases like this had also taken place in their neighborhoods, and I was left with 

the impression that there is a high incidence of incest in the environment in which the 



students live. We continued to discuss the significance of the experience in which a person 

who is supposed to protect you abuses you, and how M's life could look in the future. She 

might well be unable to trust people and might find it difficult to establish intimate 

relationships. In many cases the trauma remains for life.  

 

 

58.  Who is a good teacher? 

 

Today K. described a seventh-grade pupil who is loud, restless, jumps up from his chair 

constantly and disturbs the other pupils. When I'm in the middle of explaining something he 

suddenly jumps up and says that he wants a drink of water. I give him permission to leave the 

room, but at the door he stops and says, "no, I've decided I don't want any water." A minute 

later, he again jumps up and says, "teacher, I want a drink of water." I've tried to speak to him 

alone, as have the principal and his homeroom teacher, but nothing helps. He behaves like 

this with all the teachers. We invited his parents for a discussion, but that too didn't help; they 

also have no idea what to do. I've tried everything possible to get him to sit for fifteen 

minutes without disturbing. For the past few weeks he hasn't been coming into class and 

spends all his time wandering outside. The school is thinking of transferring him to a special-

education framework. 

 Recently, the music and the sport teachers have agreed to take him under their wing in 

the hope that he will find something of interest in these subjects. We have drawn up a 

program for him to show him that we are trying to help, and to give him a feeling that we 

understand that things are difficult for him. We suggested that he go to the library instead of 

sitting in on the last lessons of the day. Personal contact seems to calm him to some extent, 

but we still haven't really made any progress. 

 K. asks the class what can be done with this boy. 

 The students ask K. questions about the boy, and K. is hard pressed to answer: What 

kind of family does he have? How many siblings? What do his parents do? Does he have any 

friends? K. just repeats more or less what he has already told us.  

 I am sometimes amazed, I tell the class, when one of my students tells me about some 

child in a couple of sentences, and asks what I recommend he do with him. The student 

seems to think that I have a manual of solutions in my head and all he has to do is give me a 

sentence or two and I'll immediately produce a solution. The truth, as I explained to my 



students, is that the more we know a person, the easier it is to help him. First, familiarity 

arouses empathy for the person, and second, when we know him, our assumptions about the 

source of the problem are more solidly based. 

 Regarding the present case, my impression is that the child is not being oppositional 

just for the sake of it. If this were the case he would not arouse a genuine and sincere wish to 

help on the part of the people around him who don't feel particularly annoyed with him. Even 

when he repeatedly asks to go for a drink of water and then changes his mind, he doesn't 

seem to be doing it in order to amuse the class or to mock the teachers, but rather because of 

some difficulty. Possibly the teachers read the situation correctly, and the child does indeed 

require close contact in order to calm down. Music and sports lessons can calm restless 

children. I explained  that we are unable to offer additional help, because neither they nor I 

know the child well enough. I told them about my insistence that the child under discussion 

be tangibly present, standing as it were, in the center of the room. We should be able to 

observe him from all angles, and he should be here in front of us in the most concrete manner 

possible. We should know him well enough to be able to predict his behavior in various 

circumstances. This should be every teacher's goal – to get to know his pupils really well, 

because only in this way can we feel close to them and help them.  

 As I write these lines, I feel the need to reemphasize that one of the important 

characteristics of a good teacher is his deep familiarity with his pupils, their lives, their 

behavior and their world. 

 

 

59.  Law of the jungle 

 

In the middle of a twelfth-grade lesson, one of the students suddenly disturbed me, says R., 

the mathematics teacher. She stood up and started talking on her cell phone. I asked her 

several times to stop but she continued talking. I asked her to leave the class and she refused. 

Finally I took her satchel and put it outside the classroom. Only then did she leave the 

classroom. During the break, the student went to her homeroom teacher and angrily informed 

her that R. had insulted her in front of the whole class, and threatened that if R. didn't 

apologize, "you'll see what will happen to her and to the school…" The homeroom teacher 

spoke to the class, without R's knowledge, to find out what had happened. Some of the 

students justified R's actions, while others said that she had no right to touch a student's 



private property and that she should have thought twice before behaving in the way she did. 

The homeroom teacher suggested to R. to talk to the class about the matter. In the discussion, 

R. expressed her opinion that if a similar event were to reoccur she would behave in the same 

way, but hoped it would not be necessary. On hearing this, the student in question burst into 

tears, left the classroom, asked to see the homeroom teacher, and staged a fainting spell. She 

claimed that R. had besmirched her good name by not apologizing for her actions and by 

calling the student a liar. In the class discussion, this time in the presence of the homeroom 

teacher, some said that R. was correct and that there was no justification for the student's 

outburst now. Others claimed that R. should not have threatened by saying, "if it happens 

again, I will behave in the same way." The homeroom teacher told R. that the student had 

been involved in other similar incidents, and that she is very good at putting on an act. 

 The homeroom teacher contacted the student's parents and invited them to the school. 

They, for their part, said that they had also decided to call the school in order to say how 

angry they were that R. had touched their daughter's satchel. The principal, who had been 

informed about the incident, asked R. to be calm in the meeting with the parents, and to say 

something encouraging to the student. 

 The student's mother and older sister arrived for the meeting. R. received them with a 

handshake and they sat down for a discussion with the student and the homeroom teacher. 

The mother asked R. to begin with a description of the incident, because she had already 

heard the details from her daughter. R. said that the student had spoken on her cell phone 

during a lesson… 

Mother: So what if she spoke on her cell phone. How long does it take? We're talking about a 

few seconds. 

R: But it's prohibited during lessons. 

Mother: If it's prohibited, why don't the teachers prohibit the students from bringing cell 

phones to school? 

R: It's not our job. Your job as parents is not to let your children bring cell phones to school, 

or to explain to them that the school prohibits them from talking on their cell phones during 

lessons so that they can concentrate on what is being taught. 

Mother: I can't stop her. Besides that, I call her to find out how she's doing. 

R: But why during the lesson? 

Mother: I don't know when the lessons are or when she has a break. 

R: So ask her for her schedule. 



Mother: I don't understand why it disturbs to let her talk for a couple of minutes. 

 R: Of course it disturbs. Imagine how the lesson would look with twenty-five students each 

talking for a minute. 

Mother: You're exaggerating. Do you think that I call every lesson? It happens once every … 

R: If it's urgent, call the school and not your daughter's cell phone during lessons. Besides 

that, she also disturbed me without any connection to the cell phone by getting up and 

walking around. 

Mother: Don't you tell me what to do. I'm a mother and I know what's good for my daughter, 

and nothing justifies throwing her bag out of the classroom. She's a sensitive girl. (Shouts) 

Next time I'll complain to the police. 

R: So why didn't you go to the police? Do it now. I am quite sure I didn't throw the satchel, 

but rather put it outside the classroom. 

Student: You threw it, and I chased after you, and my belongings fell out. 

R: I put it there and didn't throw it outside, and maybe you were worked up and that's why 

your things fell out. Let's face it,  afterwards you also broke a chair. 

Student: (Shouting). You threw my satchel. This time I treated you with respect, but I don't 

know what I'll do next time… 

Mother: This time we won't go to the police. But if it happens again, I'll go to the police and 

ask them to remove you from the educational system. 

R: I gave in to her about the cell phone, but she continued to disturb.  

Mother: Nothing justifies your touching her belongings. Next time I'll go to the police and I'll 

sue you and the school. 

R: That's fine. Go to the police. I'm not afraid of you or of the police. I'm sure I did the right 

thing. 

Mother: What you did is illegitimate. You insulted her in front of the whole class.  

R: Again you're not listening to what I explained to you. 

Mother: I'm not interested in what happened. Many students disturb in class and nothing 

happens to them. You're harassing my daughter. 

R: The break is over and I have to get to my class. You came only to threaten me and you're 

not prepared to listen. 

Mother: (Leaves the room shouting) If it happens again I'll go to the police and I'll sue you 

and the school, and I'll do everything to make sure you get kicked out. 



R: (Angrily) I promise you that there will not be a repeat of this, not because I'm scared of 

you, but because I don't want to see myself having to come down to your level.  

 

 The class reacted strongly to this distressing story. Some people said that R. shouldn't 

have met together with the mother and her daughter. The mother wanted to display strength 

in front of her daughter, and it would have been preferable to speak to the mother separately. 

Also, she should not have been permitted to bring her older daughter for support. In any 

event, R. should not have been dragged into a discussion of this kind with the mother. Others 

felt that the story should not have been opened up in front of the class. This makes the 

students judges of the teacher and her actions. The teacher should have spoken privately with 

the student. Others said that the principal should have supported the teacher, instead of 

remaining aloof, uninvolved and occupied with trying to smooth ruffled feathers. Then too, 

the homeroom teacher spoke to the students behind R's back, which could only detract from 

R's status in the eyes of her students. The general feeling was that the mistake here was that 

of turning a meeting that should have been personal and intimate into a public encounter, 

which tends to inflame emotions. In a society in which respect for the parent is so important, 

it is sometimes more prudent to meet individually with the parent who is often under pressure 

to maintain his honor in the presence of his son or daughter. In the class discussion as well, 

the participants are likely to hold doggedly to their opinions in order to maintain their 

standing in the class. These natural tendencies should be taken into consideration when trying 

to solve problems of this kind. Furthermore, in all class discussions in traditional society, it 

should be borne in mind that the students will tend to speak in the name of the consensus, as 

opposed to expressing their real opinion, especially if it goes against the majority opinion (at 

least in comparison with a class in which most of the students live in modern-Western 

society). R. clearly did not receive support from the homeroom teacher or from the principal 

and was forced to defend herself. Students and teachers who witness an event of this kind are 

afraid of confronting and condemning the violence and the aggression, and they learn that it 

pays to be violent. Instead of the student apologizing, she and her mother became the 

accusers. The principal should have understood that if he does not set clear limits, both the 

student in question and other students will continue to behave in this way, and that by giving 

in, the damage will be far reaching. Events of this kind occur in Western schools as well, and 

many teachers and principals prefer to "smooth over" matters instead of entering into 

arguments or exercising their authority. In the case presented, as in other cases we have 



discussed, violent behavior often seems to draw reinforcement in traditional society from the 

community's tendency to respect strength. The teacher R., the homeroom teacher and the 

principal were all afraid to exercise their authority and to set clear limits for the student and 

her mother.  

 

 

60.  Easy prey 

 

M. asked to meet with me alone. In the cafeteria she told me about A., a sixteen-year-old 

former student of hers who committed suicide, and how everyone blames her for not 

preventing it. He wanted to know what suicide was like, she says. He didn't really want to 

die, only to try it out, and stop when he wanted to. He hanged himself, and didn't manage to 

stop in time, and his mother found him dead. He comes from a family that lacks nothing. The 

father works hard in the building trade and provides for his family, and the mother is a 

housewife who gave her children everything they wanted, and hoped they would succeed in 

the future more than their father had. A. was an excellent student whom everybody liked. He 

was always willing to help people and he cared about them. Before undertaking the suicide 

attempt, he told M. about it. She advised him against it because it could end in death, but she 

didn't think he was serious about it, and thus didn't tell anyone. Following the suicide, she 

visited the family and told them what A. had said to her before the suicide. The family was 

angry with M. for not having informed them and told her that they didn't want her in their 

home. They accused M. of responsibility for the suicide, and claimed that had she told them, 

it could have been prevented. M's and A's families are neighbors and had a good relationship. 

After the incident, contact between them was severed. They didn't even come to my wedding, 

M. says tearfully. I'm now living with my husband in another village, but whenever I visit my 

parents and see A's family, I am filled with guilt. M's own family blamed her and claimed 

that she should have disclosed what she heard. Everyone, in fact, blames her, and she hasn't 

even told the story to her husband in case he too will blame her.  

 I listen, and I tell her what I know about suicide, and that it  generally isn't as accidental 

as she describes it. Behind what seems to be an adolescent's innocent experiment is generally 

a problematic relationship over many years with the parents. In many cases, depression and 

profound longing for closeness have been present since childhood. M. thinks that A's family 

was very good and warm. I ask her why A. told her and not his parents about his wish to 



attempt to commit suicide. She doesn't know. I add that the quality of parenting we see from 

the outside might be perceived by the boy in a totally different way.  

 M. is happy to be married and to be living in another village, and is glad that she 

doesn't have to see A's family every day. I ask her to tell me a little about herself. She is the 

third of seven children. Her father died when she was five years old. If she wanted something 

and her mother refused, she would say that if her father were alive he would have agreed, 

which led the mother to change her mind. When she wanted to get married, her brothers 

didn't approve of her husband, and again she told them that if her father were alive he would 

have given his blessing, and they too backed down. She is familiar with pain and loss, and 

thus understands the blame the family heaps on her. I feel that to some extent she is 

condoning them and their accusations against her. She says that she misses them. I reflect to 

her that she misses them and is not angry with them for accusing her of something she is not 

responsible for. M. says that besides me, everyone she has told about the incident blames her, 

and she too often thinks that she is to blame because she should have told his family. I think 

how easy it is to accuse a girl of causing someone's death, a girl whose father has died and 

whom she misses, but beyond this, I say how hard it is for her to maintain her own truth in 

the face of everyone who says she is guilty, which is that she didn't think A. would put his 

idea into practice. Also, I comment on how difficult it is to withstand the group pressure. I 

also wanted to say something else to her that I didn't, but it pained me – the unbearable ease 

with which everyone pinpoints the "guilty party", including her family. 

 Afterwards I thought that beyond the general tendency of women to take guilt upon 

themselves, a tendency that may be stronger in traditional society, because the woman's role 

in these societies is to be more passive and submissive, M. felt guilty about the way in which 

she used her father's name. She invoked his name in order to get small things, as well as to 

marry the man of her choice. Now she remains easy prey for anyone who wishes to shed his 

guilt and project it on to her.  

 

 

  



61.  Just wait till your father gets home 

 

Today B. spoke about twelve-year-old P. who doesn't get on with his Hebrew teacher. He 

acknowledges that some of the other pupils also don't get on with her, but P. in particular 

disrupts her lessons. He gets up, walks around, incites other pupils, and was even recently 

caught sifting through her bag. He has also threatened to scratch her car. P. is a small, thin 

boy who gets on reasonably well with the other teachers and with his friends. B. is his 

homeroom teacher, and says that he feels close to P., who likes to talk to him about his horse, 

how attached he is to it, and how he looks after it. B. doesn't feel he can talk to P's teacher, 

because she doesn't listen to him. The problem, B. says, has existed for the past six months. 

The teacher has no control over the class, and when any noise or disturbance occurs, she 

immediately shouts at P. who sits opposite her in the first row. Once she hit him on the hand. 

Recently she has been saying, "it's either me or P; we can't both be together in the same 

classroom."  

 P's mother has come by herself to the school several times to discuss the matter, but 

nothing has come of it. Finally the father agreed to come. He shouted at his son that he is not 

prepared to waste his time on the nonsense the boy gets up to, and threatened that if he 

doesn't behave properly he will be punished. P. promised to be a good boy and not to 

disappoint his father. At the end of the discussion, the mother requested that any future 

problem should be discussed with the father and not with her. The father agreed and added 

that the mother isn't really capable of dealing with these issues. P. is the first-born child in the 

family, treats his mother with disrespect, ignores her, and walks away when she speaks to 

him. Several times the mother has come crying to B. telling him how P. demeans her, and 

asking for help. Recently B. suggested to the father that B. visit their home, and the father 

agreed without hesitation. 

 We discussed the forthcoming visit. The students asked questions in order to get to 

know P. better: what he's like as a student, what his parents do for a living, etc. I was struck 

by how they take the mother's weakness for granted, and how difficult it is for them to 

imagine that P. needs a stronger and more significant mother. I put the question to them: Why 

should he have only one parent, instead of two? Furthermore, I had the idea that P., who is 

usually a good child, probably disturbs this teacher in particular, because she is weak and in 

this respect reminds him of his mother, whom he also treats with contempt. While it is true 

that P. is an adolescent who identifies with his father, he could also benefit greatly by having 



a stronger and more forceful mother. I therefore suggested that B. explain to the parents how 

important it is for the mother to also be present as an authority figure at home. I 

complimented B. on the close and warm relationship he has developed with P. and for the 

good relationship he has fostered with the parents, which is reflected in their willingness to 

accept his assistance. Deep down, however, I felt that B. tends to identify with P. and to 

justify his struggle with the teacher. After all, he too declared that he can't talk to the teacher. 

Did my student B. also have a weak mother and a domineering father, which makes it so easy 

for him to understand P?  Is this the situation with most of my students? I didn't say anything 

about this, however, realizing that any interpretation could be harmful. On the one hand, I 

want him to understand the boy, and in this respect he is doing very well. So how can I, on 

the other hand "blame him" for taking pity on the boy, for not seeing his misdeeds, for not 

setting limits for him, and for avoiding interaction with the teacher? Some of the students, 

however, said that he should also speak to the teacher and help her to be more authoritative 

and to set limits for P. and for the class. 

 In many traditional families the mothers tend to draw on the father's authority in order 

to get the child to obey. The warning "just wait till your father gets home…" will often 

achieve the desired results. Mothers may sometimes avoid making day-to-day decisions, 

claiming that they have to ask the father, for example, whether the child can go somewhere or 

what time they have to be back. In these and other matters, the father is the final arbiter. Thus 

the growing child does not have a model of a strong mother, and he is the first to suffer 

because of this. On the one hand it leads him to be contemptuous of his mother who lacks 

authority, and on the other to feel guilt towards her. In the main, however, since it is the 

mother who takes care of him most of the time, there is no doubt that some of this weakness 

adheres to him as well. This is true for boys, but even more so for girls, who identify more 

fully with the mother. Therefore, strengthening the mother's authority in the family can only 

strengthen the personality of the growing boy or girl. 

 

 

62.  I'll wait for her for ever 

 

A. spoke about 14-years-old C., a student in her class, a firstborn son after ten years of 

marriage during which the parents underwent many fertility treatments. C. had a twin sister 

who died at birth. Seven years later another sister was born. This is a traditional, warm, and 

financially comfortable family. C. is a pampered child who gets almost everything he wants 



from his parents, especially attention. He often goes out with them and is very attached to 

them. He is an intelligent boy, a good student, very sensitive, well-mannered, quiet and 

responsible, behaves like an adult and is very pleasant to be with. The father is involved in 

his son's studies, and A. says she once saw the father letting C. drive his car. 

 Recently C. has become close to a girl in his class. During lessons they sit physically 

close to one another, and when they went on a school trip they arranged things so that they 

would be in the same group. A. says with a smile that she devised all sorts of tricks so that 

they wouldn't be together. C. even managed to lower his grades so as to be in the same study 

group as his girlfriend. I know this girl, says A. She's a bad girl who will exploit C., which is 

why I'm scared for him. This girl's sisters flirt with boys, and I'm sure she's like them. I know 

what life's about, she says, and I know what kind of future awaits C. with a girl like that. As 

far as I'm concerned, there's nothing more important than loyalty. 

 One day A. found C. crying and very agitated. She asked him what had happened and 

he told her that his beloved, his classmate, had left him. He said he would die, explode, be 

totally lost if she leaves him. A. tried to cheer him up and said in jest that she would speak to 

the girl's parents about asking for her hand in marriage. C. replied in all seriousness that his 

parents know about the relationship and they also know he will never marry anyone else. "I 

love her and I'll wait for her for ever," he added. A. told us that she felt so close to him that 

she cried together with him and felt his pain. 

 A week later A. found C. crying again. One of the teachers, a relative of the girl, saw 

them sitting together and informed on them. A very religious teacher made a big thing out of 

it. In another talk with A., C. said that the relationship with the girl had interfered with his 

studies, and now that they have split up, he feels better about studying hard. 

 I was disturbed by A's one-sided identification with C., which is so strong that she 

didn't even think about talking to the girl. I was no less disturbed by her obvious enjoyment 

when she told us about how she had tried to separate them. I was also bothered by her 

statement that she knows what life is about, and by her attempt to impose her life experience 

on C. I reminded myself, however, that A. is far more familiar than I with the life in her 

village, and that her intuition is probably reliable. Despite this, I wanted to help her to take a 

more detached and objective stand. 

 In class we discussed how C. behaves older than his age, feels he has to be responsible, 

and seems to have guilt feelings about the relationship with his girlfriend, even though a boy 

of this age should not have to feel guilty about being attracted to a girl. We spoke about the 



heavy burden imposed on a fourteen-year-old boy who has to behave in such a responsible 

way, which is probably what his parents expect of him. The possibility was also raised that he 

feels guilty about his twin sister who died. Furthermore, his difficulty in separating from his 

parents who are so close to him, and his wish to compensate them for the many years they 

had to wait until he came into the world, tends to elicit a dependent relationship with them, 

and with his girlfriend. C., it seems, seeks perfection and nothing less, and A. joins him in 

full identification, crying and laughing with him. Everyone is thus dependent on everyone 

else, and the "bad" girl remains outside. 

 Very little criticism was expressed in the class about A's dogmatic division of the 

children into good ones and bad ones, not to mention dividing them according to family 

background. I sensed that her position was accepted quite naturally and that the students think 

the teacher indeed knows who is good and who is bad. I told them that A. is very possibly 

correct in her diagnosis, but we still have the obligation not to identify with one side or the 

other, but rather to show empathy to all our pupils. An empathic attitude enables us to 

understand both sides before deciding who is correct – if in fact there is any need to 

determine who is correct. I then heard A. mumbling to herself, "Oh no… what have I done?" 

This is what A. is like, very emotional and very soft-hearted. Afterwards she told me she had 

arranged to talk to the girl.  

 Traditional societies are less familiar with the empathic position in which one person 

can understand another without having to agree with him. Usually we encounter either 

rejection of the other or identification with him, and not the intermediate position of empathy, 

which is so important for development. Empathy is important because it enables us to see 

things from more than one perspective, which is not what happens with identification. In this 

case, as we saw above, everyone identifies with everyone else, and the girl remains rejected. 

A. can thus neither help C. nor the girl, because she identifies with the former and rejects the 

latter. If she were to adopt an empathic position, she could help them both. 

 

 



63.  Pity 

 

Twelve-years-old S. is the youngest child in the family, and has two brothers and two sisters. 

S. has severe attention and concentration problems, studies in a special class and takes Ritalin 

daily, his teacher H. tells us. One day a week his class has a substitute teacher, she says, and 

S. exploits the fact that I am not in the class. He doesn't take the Ritalin and causes havoc in 

the class. I don't know what to do with him.  

Student A: Why does he take the medication when you are teaching, but not when the 

substitute teacher is teaching? 

H: Because I am an authority figure for him and I set clear limits. The substitute teacher is 

warm and lenient with him and he exploits it. 

Student B: What is the relationship like between S. and his mother. 

H: They have a good relationship, but he doesn't regard the mother as an authority figure, and 

she, for her part, expects the father to be more forceful. But the father pampers him the whole 

time because he is the smallest child and also because of his problems. He gives him 

everything he wants, and even lets him drive his car. The mother has asked me several times 

to speak to her husband. 

Lecturer: H., is it difficult for you to talk to the father about this issue? 

H: Yes. He's the authority in his home, and I can't tell him what to do with his son. I could 

speak to the substitute teacher and ask her to be firmer with him. 

Student C: You could tell the father that it's in his son's best interests. 

H: Yes. I'll invite the father for a discussion, and also get the school counselor involved. 

Lecturer: You're not the first student who finds it difficult to talk to a father and to advise him 

about his behavior toward his son. I assume it's connected to your fear of not treating the 

father with sufficient respect. But maybe you can make use of his self-respect and certainly 

the high regard you have for him in order to encourage him to help his son. After all you have 

a common goal of helping the boy. You could explain to him how much his adolescent son 

needs him as a male role model, and could suggest how he could be of help. In my humble 

opinion, if you do not express your opinion because of fear, you are not acting professionally, 

and you are also failing to do what the family expects of you. The point is that when you pity 

someone, it's difficult to set limits for him. If the father would tell his son to take the Ritalin, 

he would most probably obey him. But it's also reasonable to expect the mother to be more 

assertive. 



H: I know the mother. She's a good woman but is incapable of acting without the father's 

help. 

Lecturer: We have come across this pattern several times. When the mother is weak and 

lacking authority, the child loses a great deal. First, in this case, he doesn't take the 

medication, and second, he is likely to be contemptuous of any weaker woman who reminds 

him of his mother. The father is the authority, what he says goes, and the child loses the 

natural balance that exists when there are two parents who discuss and decide things together. 

Here the father tends to take pity on his son. In other cases we have seen, the father can be 

aggressive toward his son and intimidate him. In both cases, the mother's contribution to 

raising the child is lost, and the loss is great. 

 In the context of the issue of pity, we have also seen that sometimes parents have a 

tendency to take pity on the youngest child and to give him everything he wants. He is small, 

weak and needy, and thus needs pampering. The greater the child's difficulties, the more 

intense the pampering. The parents thus identify with the child and are incapable of setting 

limits for him and of helping him to grow and to accept responsibility. Pity is widespread in 

traditional collective societies and has many positive aspects. When a person pities someone, 

he feels the other's suffering as if it were his own. However, when it is necessary to disagree 

with someone or set limits for him, pity can become an obstacle. In this as in many other 

cases, an empathic position is preferable, because the person who empathizes can understand 

the child's distress and his difficulties, but at the same time does not have to agree with him 

and can set limits for him. 

 

 

64.  In bed with the neighbor 

 

Today M. told us about a twelve-year-old pupil of his, H., who used to be a good student but 

suddenly started deteriorating. He stands up in class and shouts that all female babies should 

be buried as they once used to be, and that we should go back in time to when women were 

not allowed to leave their homes without being chaperoned and had to wear a veil. H. also 

began overeating as well as incessantly demanding that his friends and relatives buy him 

presents and clothes. Relationships with his friends became very strained. The teachers and 

the students had no idea what had happened to him. Finally M. and the school counselor paid 

a visit to his home. They met an aunt who told them that one day H. returned home from 



school earlier than usual and found his mother in bed with the neighbor. He told his father 

who beat up the mother and threw her out of the house. In the wake of the visit, the school 

decided that because H. feels very close to his teacher and trusts him, he would accompany 

M. to the various classes he teaches. He was also given a responsible assignment at the 

community center, and his learning assignments were reduced. 

Student A: Maybe one of the aunts in the family could take responsibility for him. He needs 

the image of a good, caring woman, otherwise the damage will remain and he'll hate women. 

Student B: I think it has to be explained to him that there are two sides here. The neighbor 

who cheated is also married, no? So not all women are bad and all men good. 

Student C: I think that H's father has to speak to him in order to balance the picture. There 

must have been a reason for the mother's behavior. Not that I justify the act, Heaven forbid 

(laughter in the class). 

Student D: It couldn't happen in our village. Everyone knows everyone and talks to everyone. 

There are no secrets.  

Student E: It couldn't happen in any village. Maybe in the city. 

Student F: Does he have any siblings? 

M: Yes, but they didn't take it to heart as much as he did. Maybe he feels guilty for what 

happened. 

Student G: I think he should be sent to a boarding school, because the children in his class 

here will only laugh at him. 

Lecturer: I wouldn't separate him from his classmates. It's enough that he has lost his mother. 

If he loses his friends he'll have nothing left. In cases like this, friends can provide support. 

Student H: I would ask a good friend to take H. under his wing, and ask the class to help him. 

The teachers can also encourage him and help him reintegrate into the class. After all, it's not 

a secret and everyone in the village knows what happened. 

Student I: In a case like this, the school counselor and the psychologist can also help. 

Lecturer: Many good ideas have been raised here to help him. One idea is missing however, 

namely to speak to H. and to ask him how he would like us to help him. 

Student J: I'm sure he won't cooperate. 

Lecturer: Possibly. But asking the question is important in itself. By asking the question you 

invite H. to think about his situation and to transform himself from a passive, suffering 

person into an active person whose fate is in his own hands. 



 Let's try and understand H. who used to be a good student and suddenly started to 

deteriorate. What's going on in his mind? First, he is an adolescent who in any event is 

flooded with drives. Then he witnesses his mother cheating on his father. He tells his father 

and instantly feels guilty for having banished his mother. He is also guilty for the fact that his 

siblings have lost their mother and that his father has lost his wife. To say the least, this is no 

small burden for a twelve-year-old to bear. He finds refuge in tradition, in religion, because, 

in his view, none of this would have happened in a more religious world.  However, the 

aggression aroused in him towards women could easily be directed towards himself and turn 

into heavy guilt feelings. In this case he is liable to sink into a depression. Furthermore, the 

mother has been transformed from a mother into a sexual object. He also has to overcome 

this and to again repress and restrain his instincts. Once again, religion comes to his aid. 

There the rules are clear. Many people turn to religion when they are looking for order, when 

they feel the world is too confusing and that they need clear directives. By turning to religion 

and accepting God's burden, His laws and His commandments, one is also looking for a 

stable and benign authority figure in a world that is experienced as dangerous. Many people 

turn to religion in times of distress and request the help of the omnipotent parent, God, who 

will arrange things for them. H. too aspires to return to a clear framework of this kind. 

 From a developmental perspective, during the Oedipal stage the child, as we know, is 

attracted to the parent of the opposite sex. During latency, the elementary-school years, the 

instincts are repressed and the child finds it difficult to remember that he was once attracted 

to the opposite-sex parent. The girl will smile with embarrassment when she is reminded that 

she wanted to marry her father, as will the boy with regard to his mother. The child devotes 

himself to studies because he has set aside his preoccupation with instincts. The repression of 

the instincts succeeds in the wake of the boy's identification with the father, and the girl's 

identification with the mother. It's as if the boy is saying to himself, "if I want to find a 

woman like my mother, I have to be a man like my father." Similarly for the girl. In 

adolescence, the repressed instincts re-emerge. In traditional society, at this age or slightly 

older the parents will begin thinking about finding a suitable match. In H's case, however, the 

sexual experience erupted and became embedded in him as trauma. Obviously it is difficult 

for him to study when he is flooded with instincts, and he wants help to repress them again. 

He overeats in order to compensate himself, and demands presents from his friends for the 

same reason. As we said, pity is never a good recipe for development. Thus his wishes should 

not be granted, because ultimately they will not be beneficial to him. He is not a pitiful child; 



rather, he is a child who is experiencing difficulties, but he can cope. You raised many good 

suggestions. I agree with those women who feel he needs to connect with a positive female 

figure in order to prevent him from generalizing that all women are treacherous and 

dangerous creatures. Generally, in these difficult times for H., there is no substitute for a 

close and warm relationship with an adult who can help him to put his confused world into 

some kind of order. It won't be easy, but it seems that M. and the school are both moving in 

the right direction.   

 

65.  When a teacher's feelings are hurt by a student… 

 

Today C. told us about L., a fourteen-year-old female student of his, whose mother also 

teaches in the school. L. studies in a class of gifted students, and C. is having difficulties with 

her. She always seems to be in opposition to me, he says. Once I gave a test in two columns 

and told the students which column they had to work on. She began shouting that one column 

was more difficult than the other, and that it wasn't fair. She succeeded in inciting the class. 

She ran to the principal and told him I was being unfair. The principal came to the class, 

examined the two columns, reprimanded L. and the students, and demanded that they 

apologize to me. In the end the whole class did very well on the test. L. supports any student 

who argues with me, and to tell you the truth, I feel very hurt by her. C. admits that L. has no 

problems of this kind with the other teachers. 

 I looked at C., at his stern expression that I have become familiar with, and I said to 

myself that I can understand L. who feels threatened by him. She doesn't know what I know, 

that C. can be so warm and sensitive. 

 The class asked him if he had spoken to her after the incident. It transpired that he felt 

so hurt by her that he didn't even think of talking to her about what had happened. The 

women in the class suggested that he invite her for a discussion and tell her that her 

achievements are due to her own efforts and not to the fact that her mother is a teacher. He 

should compliment her on her grades, which are impressive, and should bear in mind that she 

is only a child while he is an adult. Someone asked him if he is afraid of her because she's 

very attractive. C. denied this, but admitted it was somewhat intimidating to have her mother 

on the staff. C. had spoken to L's mother in the past and she told him that L. was also 

rebellious at home. The mother asked her daughter to apologize to C. but she didn't do so 

with any conviction.  



 The students suggested that C. shouldn't allow himself to be hurt by her, and that he 

should put an end to the struggle. One student mentioned that the whole class was watching 

to see whether C. would give L. preferential treatment because of her mother, and that he 

should not relate to her any differently from the other students. Some suggested that C. 

should initiate a discussion in which the father would also participate, in order to cool his 

fears about the mother. C., however, thought that this would only raise more questions among 

the students. 

 Several weeks later, C. told us that a few days after our discussion in the class, he saw 

L. sitting with a friend in the courtyard during the lunch break. He went up to her, said "bon 

appetit" to which she replied, "thank you", and then started talking to her about the material 

they were dealing with in class. He asked her how she was getting on and whether she had 

started studying for the examinations. C. expressed his willingness to help her if necessary. 

He felt that he had created good rapport with her, and discovered that she was an 

unsophisticated and gentle girl, something that had escaped him previously. When he 

complimented her on her industriousness and her grades, she positively glowed. Since then, 

C. feels that even her body language toward him has changed from rejection to acceptance, 

and that she participates more actively in his lessons. 

 One day C. asked which students would like to read their essays aloud. Many raised 

their hands. By chance he chose L., which angered many students. An argument developed 

between L. and a few students. I promised that everyone would have a chance, but I felt the 

jealousy, he said. The reconciliation between us tainted the atmosphere in the class and leads 

me to think that someone has incited the students against me. But I hope that it will pass. 

Lecturer: If you need an example of why a mother shouldn't send her child to the school she 

teaches in, you have a good one here. This situation is complicated for everyone. Possibly 

more than the other students, L. feels she has to prove herself, while, on the other hand, her 

teachers find it difficult to relate to her the same way as to the other students in the class. The 

students will also tend to look for proof that she is not like everyone else, for better or for 

worse. What possible benefit can it have?  

 It was also important for me to encourage C. not to think about the students as being 

incited against him. I wanted to say that the students are allowed to incite, but that you, C., 

are not allowed to get hurt and insulted. I remember the mother of a small child who came to 

me saying that her son is always hurting her feelings. I tried to explain to her that she and her 

son are not the same age, that she is expected not to be hurt by what her son says or does, and 



certainly not to do anything inappropriate as a result of the hurt. But she stuck to her guns and 

said that her son insults her many ways. This is also true for teachers. A teacher is not 

supposed to feel hurt by his students. If he is personally insulted, he will find it difficult to 

carry out his role of teacher properly. He reacts to the insult. I know it's easy to say and far 

more difficult to do. I too am liable to feel insulted by you people sometimes, but I then 

remind myself that it's permissible for you but not for me. Yes, this is the parent's work and 

also the teacher's work. We do not have the right to get hurt and to react from a position of 

hurt. C. might well be a particularly sensitive person, and this can be advantageous for 

teachers, who can for example, understand students who are experiencing difficulties and can 

make use of their strong motivation in order to help these students. The disadvantages, 

however, come out when you encounter more aggressive students. When you, the female 

students, reminded C. that L. is only a teenager, and that behind her aggressive exterior a 

frightened child may be hiding, C. almost refused to believe this, and had to reexamine his 

assumptions in order to discover that they really didn't have a solid foundation. All that was 

needed was a single word of encouragement, and this girl, who needs him so much and thirsts 

to get a good word out of him, melted and become a fan of his in the class. Besides the 

recommendation that a professional teacher should try not to feel hurt by his students and to 

react from a position of hurt, I would like to suggest that you remember that hiding behind a 

student's aggressive acts is often an anxious and threatened child who chooses this means of 

expression in order to conceal these feelings. But only a teacher with considerable strengths 

remembers this when he is being attacked.  

 

 

66.  The genie in the bottle 

 

G. teaches mathematics to eighth graders in special education classes. Today she told us 

about one of the classes she teaches, a class no teacher has managed to control. Not even the 

male teachers. When she writes a few sentences on the board many pupils don't copy them, 

while others take far too long. The classroom is always terribly noisy and nothing seems to 

calm the pupils. G. gives a helpless smile, says that she has tried everything and repeats that 

nothing helps.  

Student A: You should speak individually to the pupils, explain the situation to them and ask 

them to behave properly. 



G: I tried, but it only helps for a short time. 

Student B: Divide them into small working groups. 

Student C: Forget about the study material. In any event they aren't learning. Try to make 

contact with them. Talk to them about things that interest them: fashion, football, pop stars 

etc. 

Student D: Try to speak to them at their level and not as an authority figure. 

G: Believe me I've tried everything and nothing helps. I don't feel that I'm getting anything 

out of the discussion here. There's simply nothing to be done with this class. 

 I went home and thought how most of the suggestions from the participants tended to 

reflect an identification with the pupils. They seemed to be saying that the teacher should 

adapt him or herself to the pupils and try to create personal contact with them. Few comments 

implied setting limits with rewards and punishment, or of mobilizing the other teachers and 

the principal because this class is problematic for everyone. The feeling was that once these 

special-education children had lost all restraint, it would no longer be possible to put the 

genie back into the bottle. In other words, there was acceptance of the situation that once 

limits were breached, it would be impossible to reinstate them, and that the only way to 

achieve anything was to "surrender". The students in my class, all of them teachers, tried in a 

passive and acquiescing way to adapt themselves to the reality rather than trying to change 

the reality. I recalled that traditional society is characterized by an "external locus of control", 

whereas what I want to impart to them is an "internal locus of control" to enable them to  feel 

they have strength and the ability to change things. As the facilitator, I too had adopted their 

attitude of identification and had given less room to the few students who hinted at the need 

for assertive change, and for pooling the resources of all the teachers and the administration. I 

too was drawn into G's feeling of helplessness and identified with it. But this feeling is 

incorrect, and the school and the teachers do have the power to change the situation. 

 In our next meeting I shared my thoughts with the students. I told them that I had been 

drawn into the feeling that there was nothing to be done. In traditional collective society, in 

which the individual adapts himself and his lifestyle to his environment, as opposed to trying 

to use his own strength to shape it, there is a danger that when the barriers are breached, they 

cannot be reinstated. I recalled cases of particularly violent children as well as teachers who 

were accepted as they were with all their faults, with the system adapting itself to them rather 

than trying to set limits. I spoke to the students about a child growing up in a home in which 

the father is the supreme authority figure, and how throughout his life the child adapts 



himself to an external reality that he is unable to influence and shape. When G. said that 

nothing could be done and that she had given up, not one person stood up and said "I would 

not have given up. I would have taken control of the class and would have got them in line." 

Instead, the class became the authority, and in this situation, who could oppose it? 

 I looked at G. She smiled. It was the same passive smile that crossed her face when she 

presented the case, yet only now did I understand its meaning. Is it because you have a 

feeling of respect for the pupils causing the disturbance? I asked. Yes, she said.  

  

 

 

67.  The baby and the grape 

 

Today R., a high-school mathematics teacher, told us about a student of hers who has 

difficulty solving mathematical problems. When she says to me, "it's hard, I can't do it alone, 

help me," I feel sorry for her and immediately ask the student sitting next to her to help her. I 

would like to ask if I should first ask the student to try and solve the problem by herself. 

Student A: What will happen if she tries by herself? 

R: If she tries and fails, it will frustrate her and her situation will deteriorate. 

Student B: Maybe give her some clues instead of solving the whole problem for her. 

Student C: You could encourage her and tell her she's on the right path. 

Lecturer: I am hearing that R. knows the correct answer to her question. She is afraid that her 

student will fail and comes to her assistance out of pity. The student, for her part, apparently 

invites this approach and responds to it. R. identifies with the student's lack of belief that by 

making an effort she could achieve results, as well as with her fear of failure. However, 

teachers should be capable of tolerating both their own as well as their students' frustration 

that some things take time but  ultimately one's efforts will bear fruit. Therefore the 

suggestions you have given R. seem to me to be in the right direction, because they 

encourage the student to rely more on herself. 

 We discussed the students' experience of helplessness that repeats itself in many 

situations. The message that is often transmitted in traditional educational settings from 

parent to child, and from teacher to student is that it is impossible to succeed on one's own, 

that there really is no chance of coping successfully with difficult assignments, and therefore 

it is preferable to rely on others. Someone made the connection to the issue of parental 



authority and to the idea that anything a child does which seems to contradict this authority, 

shows a lack of respect for the parent. Another student spoke about adolescents throughout 

the Western world who are single-mindedly dedicated to changing the adults' world and 

making it a better and more just place. These adolescents believe in their power to change 

things. This student feels that parents in Western society are instrumental in inculcating in 

their children the belief that they can do better than their parents did. It all depends on us, she 

said, on our attitude to our students. I said that it's not easy for my students to have grown up 

with tremendous respect for authority and with a fear of disagreeing with it, while, on the 

other hand, to offer their students and their children a different model that facilitates growth 

towards independence. Independent thinking is in fact the only way to achieve results in 

mathematics and in science, as we saw in the case of R's student. Admittedly, as a result of 

this different approach, the mutually dependent relationships in the family will weaken to a 

certain extent, because the children will become more independent. Yes, the price to be paid 

is slight loss of family cohesiveness and lessened respect the child may feel for authority. But 

the female students in the class said that in their opinion it is possible to combine a modern 

and a traditional approach, and that each person can choose what seems to him or her to be 

the best balance.  

 R's case enabled us to extend the discussion beyond the case itself, and to discuss not 

only the development of scientific thinking, but also the development of creative and 

democratic thinking. Irrespective of the field one chooses, the creative person has to be an 

independent thinker. A creative piece of work is not a copy or an imitation, but rather a 

process that arises from within and requires an internal locus of control. The development of 

creative ability starts at birth, with those parental interventions that enable the child to rely on 

himself. I decided to share with them some observations in an anthropology article based on 

material collected in Morocco, and which had been published in the professional literature. I 

said that I assumed it could have taken place in many places in the world, particularly in 

traditional societies, and that I am also quite convinced that there is no evil intent behind it.  

 I then described the research: a five-month-old baby is crawling on the carpet towards a 

grape that he wants. The family sits around and watches. When the baby almost reaches the 

grape, one member of the family gets up and moves the grape a bit further away. The baby 

continues crawling towards the grape. When he gets close, again someone in the family 

moves it away. The baby doesn't give in and continues his stubborn crawling. Then, when he 

almost touches the grape, the father gets up, takes the grape and eats it. How does this case 



and many others like it shape the baby's personality?, I asked. The students didn't find it 

difficult to speak about the baby's feeling that however hard he tries, his efforts will have no 

impact on his life and on his fate. He can't mold his environment, rather it is the environment 

that molds him, so what's the point of making an effort. It is better to adopt a more passive 

attitude in order not to be hurt. Clearly, in more individually oriented Western society, it is 

reasonable to assume that the parents would have applauded the child for making the effort 

and achieving his goal. If it's difficult for him to get to the grape, they will bring it closer in 

order to give him the feeling of victory. For an individual to be an active participant in 

democratic society, he has to be capable of making up his own mind, capable of choosing, 

and not automatically acquiescing in his family's choice. Thus this triad of creativity, science 

and democracy has developed from the dawn of life in families in which the parents allow the 

child to think independently. 

 

 

68.  Democracy of the mind 

 

Today we heard from V., the homeroom teacher of fourteen-year-old P., about P's violent 

behavior towards the female teachers and the other students. P's father is serving a life 

sentence for murder, and his three younger brothers also behave violently sometimes. What is 

interesting in P's violent behavior is that it is directed to female and not male teachers. P. has 

several male friends whom he gets on well with. The mother is the breadwinner, and when 

she reprimands P. it doesn't seem to bother him at all. One of the female teachers gave an 

example of P's behavior. He arrives late to the lesson. The teacher stops the lesson and asks 

him why he was late. He doesn't reply and goes to sit in a different place from his usual one. 

The teacher tries to get him to sit in his own place. P. says  he will make trouble until he is 

allowed to sit where he wants. He starts to walk around the class and disregards the teacher's 

requests. She tries to ignore him, and then he starts "cuffing" the students.  

 As opposed to what the female teacher told us, V. feels that P. is looking for closeness 

with him the whole time, and that he, V., is fond of P. We spoke about the father figure that 

P. lacks, the warm and accepting father who is absent and possibly never really existed. P. 

excels in V's gymnastics classes and looks forward to them with enthusiasm. I suggested to 

V. that he set up regular meetings with P., even brief meetings, in order to give him a feeling 

of closeness. I said to V. that he should make sure he tells P. when their next meeting will be, 



so that P. will experience a reliable authority figure with whom he has a continuing 

relationship. We discussed how important it is in adolescence for a boy to have a male figure 

he can identify with, especially in collective society in which male and female roles are so 

clearly defined. It is not coincidental that P's attitude to the male teachers is different to that 

to the female teachers. In future he will be able to relate better to females only if he feels 

more secure in his male identity and doesn't have to prove it continuously. 

 We spoke about the price that individuals pay in societies, and especially traditional 

societies, in which there is a strong insistence on distinct male and female identification. The 

boys do not have the option of discovering the softer, feminine side within themselves, and 

the girls do not have the option of developing a strong, competitive and authoritative voice, 

which possibly lies latent within them. We are talking about "internal democracy", a sort of 

democracy of the mind, in which all the voices should be given the opportunity to have their 

say before deciding which one to listen to. This internal democracy is a prerequisite for 

consolidating external democracy. An individual who is capable of listening to the different 

voices within himself, will also allow the different voices in his society to be heard and will 

be more tolerant of them. P's world is black and white. He is searching for contact with V. as 

a male authority figure, and is contemptuous of women and of the other students. He lives in 

a world founded on an external and not an internal locus of control, a world in which people 

either dominate or are dominated. But in order to solve a mathematical problem, or to write a 

beautiful essay or paint a lovely picture, P. needs an internal locus of control, that is to say, 

that experience in which for a short while at least he is free from environmental constraints 

and external manipulations, and can listen to the voices that arise from within him and not to 

external stimuli. P. almost certainly doesn't have sufficient internal space in which he can 

play creatively and toy with scientific ideas. His games are in the external arena. He does not 

live within himself, but rather in the area between himself and others. This is the price of 

living in a violent world that threatens the boy and forces him to be constantly on the alert for 

the danger that comes from outside. Until P. manages to calm down, he will not be able to 

look inward, which, as we have said, is an essential condition for all creative, scientific and 

democratic thinking.  

 

 



69.  Forced marriage 

 

Today R. told us about M., a sixteen-year-old student in her class, who is about to marry her 

seventeen-year-old cousin. M. doesn't want to get married, but her parents are forcing her, 

and they also intend terminating her studies. The groom-to-be is her cousin from both sides of 

the family (that is to say, M's father's sister married M's mother's brother). M. told her teacher 

about this, and R. wants to know if there is any way she can help M. 

Student A: Did M. try to insist that she doesn't want to marry her cousin? 

R: The father is not prepared to hear anything, and the mother obeys the father and acts as his 

mouthpiece in threatening her daughter. 

Student B: She could tell the cousin she doesn't love him. 

R: She told him, and he replied that he loves her very much. She also told him that she is still 

a little girl, but it had no effect on him. 

Student C: It's dangerous, because he is liable to hate her afterwards. 

Student D: She should say that it's dangerous genetically, and that she wants to do a genetic 

examination. 

R: Her father gave his word to the uncle many years ago, and he has to honor it, and he also 

intends to terminate her studies so that she can get engaged. M. wants to continue studying. 

Student E: Maybe M. should try to speak to her mother. 

R: Her mother said to her, "It's out of the question. You have to do it because he is your 

cousin and he's a very good boy. You grew up together and he loves you very much. Don't 

say anything to your father. If he hears this nonsense he will be furious with you." 

Student F: She should insist. My father beat me mercilessly because I didn't want to marry 

the man he chose for me. In the end I married who I wanted. I won't tell you how my father 

and my brothers beat me because of this, but I didn't give in.  

Student G: Maybe in the end she will grow to love him. 

R: M. has no will of her own. Therefore she may well grow to love her cousin, because that's 

what they have told her is the correct thing to do. 

Student H: But she could also grow to hate him. 

Student I: She should approach other people in her family and ask them for help.  

R: I think that everyone agrees with the father. 

Student J: Maybe you could talk to the parents. 



R: I'm scared to get involved. Also, recently it seems that M. has been persuaded by her 

family. But I have guilt feelings the whole time about not intervening and that I'm not doing 

anything even though I am her teacher. Maybe I should encourage her to put her foot down.  

Student K: It's good that you're not interfering. It would only make problems for M. You're 

not a relative. 

Student L: I also think you don't have a right to interfere, and there's nothing you can do.  

Student M: You can't do anything. 

 My impression was that most of the class supported R. and told her there was nothing  

she could do to help M. Afterwards I thought how difficult it is to really know what M thinks, 

and whether her opinion is important to her in light of the passive approach she has adopted. 

R's opposition to the wedding, on the other hand, is clear. R's background and that of several 

of my students is different from M's, and caution is required in encouraging M. or anyone 

else to accept solutions that are inappropriate to their background and the culture. 

 I recalled the many students of mine who told me how much they admire their fathers, 

and how in the end they always see just how right he was. For example, one of the students 

said that she wanted to study medicine and her father told her that it wasn't suitable for her. 

She was accepted, started her studies, but failed the examinations, which strengthened her 

feeling that her father has always known better than she what is right for her. I told the 

students that I would have drawn the opposite conclusion from a case like this, namely the 

possibly that she unconsciously wanted to prove that her father was correct so as not to stain 

his honor or undermine his authority, and therefore failed in her studies. In any event, it is 

reasonable to assume that had she invested more in her studies she would have succeeded as 

others do. For another of my students, it was important to always obtain his father's blessing 

before doing anything. Without his father's blessing, he said, nothing goes right for him. This 

fellow will thus never disobey his father. Maybe this is M's world as well, and any attempt to 

view it from a modern perspective of marrying through choice and out of love, reveals how 

our cultural egocentricity prevents us from seeing things through another's eyes.  

 

 

70.  All of us failed! 

 

Today P. told us about an incident that happened in the eighth grade class she teaches, a 

particularly difficult class. There is one outstanding student in the class, N., who is well 



mannered, quiet and shy. One day P. handed them back a test she had marked, for which N. 

got a grade of 100. P. praised N. and said she was not surprised by his grade, and wished him 

success in his other subjects. At this point one of the other students said: "What good does it 

do? Even if he gets 100, it won't make any difference, because he has a weak character." P. 

replied that as far as she is concerned he is a perfect student, and woe betide anyone who 

thinks that this is what strength and weakness are all about.  

 After the lesson, P. tried to talk to N. but he didn't seem interested in talking. P. sensed 

that N. felt hurt, as she did. N's parents are divorced. His mother remarried, moved far away, 

leaving N. in the care of his grandmother. The grandmother, P. says, cannot fulfill the role of 

mother, and N. often looks dejected. P. went to talk to N's homeroom teacher about how to 

help him. The teacher said to P., "leave him alone; be thankful he doesn't cause any 

problems!" P. then understood that in order to receive attention, a student has to make 

problems. If you're a quiet student who causes no trouble, but feel hurt and need help, no one 

is going to come to your assistance, because, as the student in N's class said, "you have a 

weak character". P. wants to know what we think about this, and whether we have any ideas 

for helping N. 

Student A: He should be moved to another class where he won't be harassed. 

Student B: It will seem as if he fled out of weakness. 

Student C: A few of the good students could be moved, and it will look as if they were moved 

because of their good grades. 

Student D: You could arrange an excursion or class discussion or some other activity around 

the subject you teach (in this case, history) in order to make it easier for him to interact with 

the other students. In an activity of this kind you could give him something important to do 

and encourage him to develop relationships. If the teacher gives him reinforcement, it will 

improve his self-image, which will then radiate to the surroundings. 

Student E: The student who said the things about N. is right, because in a class like this and 

in an environment like this, you have to be tough. 

Student F: Speak to the other teachers and with the principal. Ask them to pay extra attention 

to him and give him reinforcement, just as you are doing. 

Lecturer: You could also speak to him, instead of just trying to shape the environment for 

him. You can listen to him and ask him what type of help he feels he needs. He probably has 

very few discussions of this kind, and will need time to get used to them. In any event, the 

very fact that P. initiated a dialogue with N. is a step in the right direction that will bear fruit 



in the future. There is therefore no need to be put off if he doesn't respond immediately. You 

should try again from time to time. I wouldn't adopt the manipulative suggestions you raised, 

such as transferring him to another class, with or without other students, or organizing 

activities with a hidden agenda and encouraging him in a contrived manner, mainly because 

these suggestions leave N. dependent on the goodwill of the environment, whereas what we 

want is to strengthen him. In the context of the story itself, I share your sadness. It is sad to 

come across an educator who does not encourage a genuine dialogue, but rather the use of 

force. It is an unfortunate fact that in order to get proper treatment, a student has to cause a 

disturbance, otherwise no one will relate to him. If you suffer in silence, it can reasonably be 

assumed that a teacher of a class of many students won't even notice. P. is really an 

exceptional example in the opposite direction. Teachers should bear in mind that in this 

respect they are inviting students to disturb, because the message that the law of the jungle 

prevails, and that the tough benefit, is quickly internalized. Thus by giving attention to the 

quiet ones who have difficulties, the teacher conveys a positive message to the student that he 

is noticed and does not have to disturb.  

 Afterwards I understood that like my students, I too behaved in a similar way to N's 

classmates. Who is to say that what was said is correct? Who is to say that if somebody says 

that N. has a weak character, that this means he really is weak? First, the students gave 

themselves the right to judge N's character, and then P. took things personally, as if they were 

true. She simply could have chosen not to relate to the statement if she didn't believe it. But 

she did relate to it, and in so doing confirmed its validity. Afterwards, in our class discussion, 

I too related to what the school students said as if it were the absolute truth, and seriously 

considered the suggestion that N. should be transferred to another class, or that the teachers 

should do something to rescue him. N. himself didn't cooperate. It's unclear what he felt. 

Everyone, however, is constantly deciding for him and making assumptions about what he is 

supposed to be feeling, while this is not at all clear. Thus, instead of encouraging N. not to 

relate to everything that is said about him as if it's the absolute truth, we do the opposite, me 

included. N. really has to be a very strong boy not to be influenced by what all of us are 

doing. In other words, we cooperated in promoting an external locus of control in N's world, 

and we all explained to him what he is supposed to feel.  

 

 



71.  Reconciliation ceremony 

 

Today N. told us how he used a reconciliation ceremony to solve a problem in the eighth 

grade class he teaches. One of his students approached him and asked to move to another 

class because his classmates are harassing him and some don't even talk to him. He told the 

teacher that he had quarreled with his uncle, who is also a student in the class and is very 

popular. The student tried to convince his classmates that he was in the right, but it didn't 

help. N. thanked the student for his candor and asked for a week in which to solve the 

problem. He spoke to each student separately and explained how their friend felt, and 

afterwards spoke to them as a group. N. asked each boy: How would you feel if your 

classmates rejected you and always kept away from you? Each student said that he would feel 

uncomfortable and unwanted, and would want to move to another class or to another school. 

N. asked them what they would need to do so that a student would not feel this way. The 

students said that they should become good friends and forgive the person who made a 

mistake and upset the others. N. asked which of the students had never made a mistake or had 

never harassed others, intentionally or unintentionally. Everyone said that they all make 

mistakes and that the main thing is to forgive each other. Only then did N. mention their 

classmate. All of them expressed regret and asked N. to call the student so that they could 

apologize to him face to face. When he arrived, they all stood up and asked for his 

forgiveness. We decided that we would have a party in the class in honor of the 

reconciliation, says N. The following week, during the social studies lesson, we held the party 

and everyone had a good time. 

 In the class we tried to analyze N's impressive intervention. By means of suggestion, he 

very cleverly led the students along an associative path toward a solution. Initially he spoke 

separately to each student about the problem, making sure that they all agreed to resolve their 

differences with the student in question. He then spoke to them as a group. He began by 

speaking generally without mentioning the boy's name, and asked the students how they 

would feel in a similar situation. When everyone agreed that it would be distressing, he asked 

what they would need to do to solve the problem. The students responded that they should be 

good friends and forgive. N. had still not said a word about the specific boy who had brought 

about the whole discussion. N. continued and asked who had never made a mistake, and, of 

course, everyone admitted to having made a mistake. Only then did N. tell them about the 

student who had approached him. Not that they didn't know from the start where the teacher 



was heading, but the process positioned them in a different place. They gave their approval to 

each stage of it, which therefore made it more difficult for them to renege. The order of the 

discussions with the students was also important. The initial one-on-one discussion elicited 

their individual sense of responsibility, which was transformed into a collective sense of 

responsibility after they heard each others’ assenting opinions. The result was a foregone 

conclusion, and the intervention succeeded. In individually-oriented society solutions of this 

kind are less acceptable, because they direct the person with the problem to a desirable 

solution. In collective society, however, this form is acceptable, as can be seen in the many 

fables in which the narrator invites the listener to accept the solution that reflects his position. 

A party, too, creates a good feeling which helps in any reconciliation.  

 

 

72.  Painting oneself into a corner 

 

Today we heard from M., a product-design teacher in a high school, about an unpleasant 

incident that happened to her with a student called P. You all know, M. explained to us, how 

important it is to be quiet in a design lesson. I keep emphasizing this to the students. On that 

day I went off to teach my tenth-grade class. As I usually do at the beginning of my lessons, I 

exchanged a few words with the students in order to create a good atmosphere, and then 

began to teach. I was very involved in explaining the material when one of the students' 

pencil box fell from her desk, making a massive noise and scattering the contents all around 

the room. I looked at the clock and saw that ten minutes remained until the end of the lesson. 

I said to her politely, "it's not serious, leave everything for ten minutes until I finish." The 

student looked at me and said, "I don't care, I want to pick up my things." I was somewhat 

taken aback, but remained as cool as possible. I said, "I and the other students want to finish 

the lesson in the few minutes we have left and I want to give them their homework." She 

pushed aside her table and said, "I want my things," and began to pick them up from the 

floor. I was astounded. I went up to her, stood above her, and waited for her to finish. I was 

very angry, but I didn't want to send her out of the class, because I didn't think it would do 

any good. I looked for a less extreme solution. When she had picked up everything and sat 

down, I asked her to come to my desk. She came quietly. I said, "OK, P. I admire your 

insistence on doing what was right for you. I would therefore like you to teach the rest of the 

lesson, because the students missed the end and didn't get their homework. Will you please 



explain to them the material they missed." I asked the students if they agree, and they all said 

they did. P. stood opposite me, terrified, and burst into tears. Then the bell rang and the 

lesson ended.  

M. wants to know how we think she should solve the problem. 

Student A: Is this the first time the student has behaved in this way? 

M: It's the first time in my class. 

Student B: What are the students like in this class, and what kind of student is P.? 

M: Fine. No problems. I don't know them all that well. It's only the beginning of the year. 

Student C: Do you let them talk a little during the lesson and take breaks? 

Lecturer: Why do you ask? 

Student C: Because M. seems to me to be a bit strict. 

M: We don't have time for breaks during the lesson. I have to get all the material across. 

Student D: Did you notice whether the student was already in a bad mood from the start of 

the lesson? 

M: I didn't notice anything special. 

Student E: What kind of relationship does P. have with the other teachers? 

M: I don't really know. 

Student F: How do you get on with the other students? 

M: Very well. 

Lecturer: It seems to me that you are being quite critical of M. She is asking us, if I 

understand correctly, to help her get out of the corner she has painted herself into with regard 

to P. She wants to get free of this power struggle. 

M: I relate to these girls as a friend, and sometimes even as a mother. I am interested in their 

lives, and I participate in their birthdays and go with them on excursions. Incidents like this 

don't happen to me. I don't feel guilty. I didn't treat her with contempt nor did I make fun of 

her as some of you have hinted. 

Student G: Sit down with her and clarify why she behaved in the way she did. You can warn 

her gently.  

Student H: Tell her that if she continues behaving in this way the students and the teachers 

will think badly of her. 

Student I: Don't take the matter too seriously. Start afresh with her. 



Student J: I have a system. At the start of every lesson I say a few words to the students who 

disturbed in the previous lesson, so that we don't allow any hostility to develop between us. I 

do it more for myself than for them, and it works. 

Lecturer: A very good idea. 

 In a later discussion, M. told us that she asked the class if anyone feels she has a 

problem with her or with her lesson. If anyone has a problem, she told them, she is prepared 

to move them to another class. Everyone said they were satisfied with her and with the 

lesson. M. also spoke to P., established a warm relationship with her, heard how difficult 

things are for her at home, and even got P's homeroom teacher involved in helping her.  

 I pointed out to the students how difficult it is for them to think in terms of the single 

individual, and how much easier it is for them to intervene in the person's environment. M. 

told us about a very common event in a teacher's life, namely a power struggle with a student 

who disturbs. These struggles are sometimes emotionally painful for the teacher. 

Nevertheless, the teacher wishes to make a new start because she usually has no interest in 

maintaining an attitude of hostility toward the student. M. didn't ask us to justify her conduct. 

She asked us to understand her difficulty and help her to solve it. We call this empathy. She 

didn't need a court of law to tell her whether she was right or wrong. But, most of your 

comments were directed to the court. I think that this is an important distinction that often 

repeats itself in the way you relate to your students. Usually it's preferable to adopt an 

empathic position, rather that the position of the court, because an empathic position enables 

you to understand the pain and to find a solution. In the courtroom there is generally no 

understanding of the pain and no ideas for a solution. M's solution for getting out of the 

corner she had painted herself into was very simple, especially after she involved the other 

students by opening the subject for discussion. Again, I suggest to you not to look at the 

person from the outside, but rather from within. Furthermore, M. may be able to be empathic 

towards P. because here in this class, we were empathic toward her. We call this a parallel 

process. 

 

 

73.  The student falsely admitted his guilt 

 

P. told us that she had given her students a short homework assignment. When she examined 

the students' work she realized that some of them hadn't done the work on their own but had 



copied the answers from their classmates. She informed the class that in order to ascertain 

who had done the work on his own and who had copied it, she intended to question them on 

the material. Immediately many of the students admitted they had copied. At the end of the 

lesson, one of the students went up to P. and told her that even though he had admitted to 

copying, in fact he had done the homework on his own. He was afraid, however, that she 

would ask him questions about it, so he said he had copied. P. then felt that she had possibly 

made a mistake since there might well have been other students who had done the homework 

on their own, but because they were scared to be examined orally, admitted to having copied. 

P. would like to hear from us what lies behind the students' fear, and how she can help them. 

She feels bad that she gave the student in question a bad grade because she thought he had 

copied, while in fact he was only afraid of being examined. 

Student A: I think the student is correct. It happens in my class as well that students prefer to 

say they have copied even if they haven't, because of the fear of having to explain the answer 

in front of the class, and that what they did on their own is possibly incorrect.  

Student B: They were afraid the others would laugh at them. 

Student C: I think that if many students said they had copied, the others wanted to be with the 

majority who copied, and not with the minority who didn't. 

Student D: You could get them to practice standing up in front of the class and talking about 

something. You can explain to the students that it's permissible and even necessary to make 

mistakes on the road to finding the correct solution, and that the grade is primarily a reward 

for trying and for making an effort, and not for the result. I see how difficult it sometimes is 

for my students to defend their opinion against other opinions. 

Student E: I always keep my opinion to myself until the last student has spoken, otherwise 

they immediately parrot what I said. I still think I have good students. 

Lecturer: In traditional-collective societies it's harder to stand up in front of the group, present 

your opinion and defend it, especially if it is different from what the others think, the reason 

being that the individual feels that he is part of a group and not a separate person. It's also 

difficult to say that you didn't copy, when the majority did copy. There is a strong wish not to 

appear different. We need to be aware of this difficulty, which we have already discussed 

several times from different perspectives. I remember a teacher who kept repeating to his 

students that the main thing is not to get higher grades, but to join in and be part of the life of 

the class. Another teacher didn't encourage excellence so as not to arouse envy in the class. 

Some teachers don't allow their students to ask them difficult questions so as not to 



undermine the teachers' authority, and they certainly wouldn't say that they don't know the 

answer to a question, or that they have to think about it and check it out. In my humble 

opinion, even in individually-oriented Western society it is rare that a teacher will admit to 

not knowing the answer. In this respect the class can be seen as a family in which the teacher 

wishes to maintain his authority and the respect of his students. Creative and scientific 

learning, however, requires the ability to think independently and without deference to 

authority, and teachers would do well to encourage this. We expect a student to be able to 

defend his views in a logical manner. In fact, we expect even more from him, namely to fight 

for his views, not only in order to encourage him to think creatively and scientifically, but in 

order to help the student become an involved citizen in democratic society by presenting his 

opinions strongly in the marketplace of ideas. What you are telling us is how difficult it is for 

your students simply to express their opinion, and how they prefer to say they copied the 

homework and didn't do it on their own. In some respects when I copy I am more secure. If 

the answer is incorrect, the failure is not only mine. But if this is my opinion and it's 

incorrect, it can be embarrassing. True, but this is the price of individuation, that state in 

which a person holds his ground. I am reminded of students in traditional society who, every 

time the teacher said to them, "explain to me what you did", they immediately erased their 

solution as if it were incorrect. It was very difficult for them to stick to their views and 

explain them, and they preferred to admit to their "mistake". Therefore I think we have to 

keep on trying to accustom our students to this emotional position. You can do this, for 

example, by raising an issue on which people disagree, and facilitating an open discussion in 

the class. Students should be given feedback not only for their solution to the exercise, but 

also for their courage in standing up in front of the class and defending their views.  

 In summary, this case that P. has brought shows us how difficult the process of 

separating and becoming independent is, and how many of us prefer the warmth of the group 

to the risk of remaining alone. The price, of course, is the loss of those skills that are essential 

for life in the modern world – creative, scientific and democratic thinking.  

 

 



SCHOOL COUNSELORS TALK 

 

74.  An Arab student in a Jewish school 

 

Today we heard from D., a Jewish school counselor in a school with a large majority of 

Jewish Israeli students alongside a few Arab students, about a thirteen-year-old Moslem 

Arab, H, who has been referred to her for counseling. H's parents are academics, educated 

and pleasant people who waited a long time for their first child. After that the mother gave 

birth to twin girls. H. is an intelligent boy, but is very restless, has difficulties concentrating, 

and disturbs and talks back to the teacher in almost every lesson. During the past year the 

parents were called to the school several times because of serious behavior violations. In 

meetings with the parents the following picture repeats itself: the school staff, including the 

homeroom teacher, the teachers in the various subjects, the school counselor and others, try 

to clarify to the parents how problematic H's behavior is. The father then defends himself: 

"Maybe you've already labeled him and he now carries the stigma of being difficult? Maybe 

you the teacher didn't allow him to go to the toilet when he requested and that is why he 

reacted in the way he did?" The father proceeds to explain that his son is a gifted child who 

until now has excelled in everything, and that he, the father, sees no evidence of any 

difficulty in concentrating or any behavior problems. While teacher after teacher air their 

complaints, H. whispers to his father in Arabic: "Dad, I didn't do it. Dad, it's not true…" etc. 

The father looks distressed. 

 The mother, who in an individual discussion in the past raised the possibility that H. has 

problems with attention and concentration, finds it difficult to say this in the joint meeting 

itself. She remains silent, and leaves the "foreign affairs" to her husband.  

 D, the school counselor, has been trying for about a year to obtain the father's 

agreement to have H. tested for an attention disorder. Even though the father is an educated 

academic, he refuses to consider the possibility that his son has any kind of blemish. In the 

past the father had accepted the idea of referral for testing, but immediately declared "I don't 

believe in it," and no tests were conducted. The mother continues her silence. The father and 

the son defend themselves against the attack, and hold on to each other steadfastly in order to 

protect the family's honor. The father needs the son's denials just as the son needs the father's 

support. It seems as if the father wants his son to lie, otherwise he will be forced to deal with 

the problem and with the unpleasant aspects of his son's behavior, and the son knows this.  



 At this stage D. felt that the only way out of the vicious circle was to conduct a private 

discussion with the authority figure in the family – the father. In individually-oriented society 

the tendency is to include adolescents in discussions about them, otherwise they are liable to 

feel insulted and to think they are being treated like children. After all, they are striving for 

independence. In traditional society, in which teenage rebellion is not at all frequent, and 

striving for independence is not at the center of the adolescent's life, the parents can be 

spoken to alone. Apart from this, in collective society it is often difficult to achieve a 

breakthrough and a significant change without the father's cooperation. In a discussion with 

the father, D. emphasized how important the father is for the boy, and how much his son 

respects him. The son would like to meet his father's expectations of him, and not disappoint 

him. She also told the father that he is the key to the solution for his son's distress. D. 

recommended that the father consent to a multi-disciplinary assessment of his son, which 

would provide precise information about H's mental state and his learning difficulties. This 

time the father agreed. 

 D. felt that what helped in this case was the emotional approach made to the father as 

opposed to talking with the boy or the mother. The respect conferred upon the father, 

recognition of his authority, and confidence in his ability to help, led to the change in his 

attitude. Had H. been invited to a discussion without his father, as an adolescent is called in 

for a discussion in Western society, the split would only have intensified, as would H's 

confusion. How would H. have solved his dual-loyalty problem? If he admitted to his 

difficulties he would have had to confront his father, and if he denied them, he would have 

had to confront the school. A Western adolescent, in the main, does not feel this type of 

loyalty to the honor and the good name of his family. He sits in the school counselor's office, 

is focused on himself, and does not feel he owes anything to anyone. Whatever the results of 

the assessment in this case, we have learned that it is difficult to make progress in the 

treatment of a traditional collective family without creating an alliance with the father, the 

authority figure in the family. 

 The problem here might well not be that of attention and concentration, but rather the 

difficulty and the confusion that someone from traditional Arab society experiences in the 

inter-cultural encounter with a permissive society and the illusion of unlimited freedom. H., 

who expects clear limits, encounters a system that to a large extent expects him to set the 

limits for himself. H., with his external locus of control, encounters a framework that expects 

from him an internal locus of control. A more empathic position that understands H's actual 



situation could set him clearer limits that would enable him to calm down, and then gradually 

remove them. But it is not easy when all the children around him understand the rules of the 

game and he doesn’t. H. is asking for directives from others, while his classmates, 

Westerners, are used to directing themselves. He is dependent and they are independent. The 

teachers, who are not managing to really help him, are perceived by him as cold, distant and 

aloof. H. needs, at least in the beginning, a teacher who will create a close and warm 

relationship with him, one in which there is no great demand on him to be independent, but 

which has clear limits.  

 

 

75.  God created some children cleverer than others 

 

Today M., the school counselor of a ninth-grade student, H., a quiet and well-mannered girl, 

told us that H. studies hard before examinations but gets tense and in the end fails. In 

clarifying the issue with H., it transpired that her learning style was causing her to fail: firstly, 

she studies hard only in the period immediately before examinations, and secondly, when she 

doesn't understand the material in class she never asks the teacher. I helped her to study 

correctly and to develop various strategies for organizing and remembering the material, M. 

says. Despite her passive nature, after a few sessions with me her grades improved 

considerably. M's next meeting with H. took place a few months later in the wake of 

complaints from H's homeroom teacher about her outbursts in class, behavior that none of the 

teachers had witnessed previously. The teacher tried to talk to H. but she refused to 

cooperate. I found it hard to imagine this refined girl having outbursts in class, says M. and I 

invited her to my office. She told me that she suffers from a lack of vitamins. When I asked 

her how she is managing in class, she told me that she had decided to ignore everything 

connected to school. She would continue coming to school, she said, but would not 

participate in the lessons or sit for the examinations. Why? I asked. At this point M. turned to 

us and said, "I'm sure you'll laugh, but I don't remember H's answer." 

Lecturer: I understand you feel uncomfortable that you don't remember the answer. But it 

seems to me that I too wouldn't remember the answer if it was something like "lack of 

vitamins". Possibly her answer did nothing to increase your understanding, and so you didn't 

register it in your consciousness. 



 M. confirmed that this was her feeling. She is used to strange behaviors on the part of 

many of her students, but this time she really had no clues to help decipher the significant 

change that had taken place in H's behavior. At the end of the first semester, H. failed in 

several subjects and did not show her report to her parents. Her father found the report and 

asked for an explanation. She couldn't explain to him what had happened and felt very bad, 

said M. In this discussion with me she was more cooperative, told me that no one pays any 

attention to her at home, and that she feels deprived compared with her three sisters. My 

parents don't invest in me, she said, but they still demand a lot from me and I can't give them 

what they want. My father wants me to bring home perfect grades, 100, and if I get even a bit 

less, he gets angry with me and punishes me. 

 On H's advice, I invited her oldest sister, a woman in her twenties, for a discussion, and 

not H's mother or father. H. said that she is the person closest to her in the family, and that 

there was no point in speaking to her mother or her father. I shared H's feeling with the sister 

that no one at home pays attention to her and yet they demand that she do well at school. She 

promised to take responsibility for H. and to look after her. I decided to also refer H. for an 

assessment of learning disabilities on the assumption that if she indeed does have some 

disability, which was my impression, diagnosing it could be helpful both from the point of 

view of our ability to treat her, and would grant her extra time in her matriculation 

examination. Since the Ministry of Education funds these assessments for economically 

disadvantaged families, I invited the father to the school and explained to him the importance 

of the assessment and that he would have to complete forms detailing his income. The father 

said that in his opinion this would not be necessary. "God created some children less clever," 

he explained to me, "so what's the point of all the assessments?" M. explained to him that the 

school does not expect a rapid change, but that early detection of the difficulty is important 

and could contribute to his daughter's advancement. "I explained to him unequivocally," says 

M. "that H. is a regular girl who possibly has a difficulty in one area and that with a bit of 

help, she will flourish." In the end the father acceded to my request. A few days later I found 

H. looking sad and frustrated. She told me that when she gave her father the forms to fill in 

and sign, he scolded her and refused. I called him. All he said was that he is not interested in 

the whole process, without explaining why. 

 Now, as I tell you the story, says M., I think I understand why I didn't manage to get a 

logical answer from H. about her behavior. Her father too, never bothered to explain his 

behavior. He simply said "no" to what for M. were most crucial matters.  



 M. looked at the class and everyone remained silent. I understand why he didn't want to 

fill in the form, one student said. Maybe he is cheating the tax authorities and earns more than 

he declares? But at his daughter's expense? How did it end? someone else asked. All H. said 

was that this is what her father is like, and that there's nothing to be done. She also said that 

maybe next year he'll change his mind, because he doesn't like to be rushed. Someone said 

that in her own family when someone doesn't want to do something, it's usual to say to the 

person presenting the request that he has to be more patient and that things take time. H. was 

disappointed and frustrated, says M, but I explained to her that I can't move ahead on the 

assessment process without her father's authorization.  

 I looked at M. She seemed angry. One of the students said that the story began with H's 

passive character and ended with her actually having a legitimate problem. Someone else 

added that the attempt to insert a bit of optimism in the middle of this dead-end story caused 

more pain. 

 I think that for me, a Westerner, one of the most difficult things is to accept the "no!" 

without providing any reason for it. I understand that a "no" of this kind, without explanation, 

invariably leads a child to become passive and pessimistic. An explanation contains a degree 

of optimism. An explanation facilitates control over a situation because it promotes 

understanding. An explanation invites the search for solutions. This is not the case when a 

force majeure, such as an authoritative father, does not feel the need to explain anything. Not 

only does H. not learn to explain to herself what happened to her, but she learns above all that 

her fate is not in her own hands and thus that any effort on her part is superfluous.  

 

 

76.  Bridge Over Troubled Water 

 

C. is a school counselor working in a secular junior-high school that serves the population of 

the surrounding villages. A small proportion of the residents of the area are religious. C. too 

comes from a religious family, but moved away from religion after her marriage and dresses 

in a Western style. Despite this, she says, she has remained in close contact with her religious 

family. 

 At the beginning of the year she was approached by the father of R., a ninth grade 

student, whose family is religious and lives in the same village as C. R. used to study in a 

religious school, but this year the father decided to send his daughter to the secular school 



where C. works. R's family regularly attends the local house of worship and their dress code 

is in line with the norms of the religious community. R's mother is a housewife, her father a 

teacher, and the family has another daughter and a son several years older than R.. The father 

complained to C. that his daughter is undergoing a process of secularization, that she dresses 

promiscuously and does not attend prayer services. He blames her friends for this. He asked 

C. to deal with the matter. Later R's mother started coming to talk to C. She feels very 

pressured and in tears told C. that she can't deal with the arguments at home between R. and 

her husband. The mother would contact the school secretary anonymously to arrange 

meetings with C. She made C. swear not to say anything to anyone about their meetings, and 

would then disappear until the next family crisis. 

 I met with R., says C., who described how difficult the situation was at home: frequent 

arguments accompanied by tension and humiliation in which the father blames the mother for 

R's secularization, degrades her for the weakness she displays toward her children, and mocks 

the low status of her family of origin. Indeed, R. admits, her mother has no authority at home. 

The father also spares no criticism of his daughter and threatens her with various 

punishments. R, not be outdone, replies in the same tone, threatens she will leave home, that 

she will file a complaint to the police against her father, and even threatens to commit 

suicide. 

 R's sister also underwent a process of secularization, but without entering into 

confrontations with the father. Possibly, C. says, this was because she wasn't disrespectful to 

the father, and possibly because she became engaged to the son of a respected family in the 

village. The son, too, did not have any confrontations with the father, either because he 

retained a religious identity or because he is male.  

 R. worried me, says C., both on the family level and with regard to her school 

performance. I met with her weekly and tried to clarify, among other issues, why her grades 

had deteriorated, and why she spends time after school with boys who have a bad reputation. 

All of this was not easy, however, because her family and mine are from the same village and 

know each other well. I would have liked to transfer the case to another counselor but there 

simply isn't one. I had to make contact with the father because he is the significant figure in 

the family, C. explained, but he is also my son's teacher as well as being a religious man, 

while I am a secular woman. He isn't even allowed to sit in the same room with me. 

 C. described a typical discussion between the mother and daughter in the school 

counselor's office: 



Mother: (Turns to the counselor) I need your help because R. is embarrassing me. 

R: What embarrassment are you talking about? I'm not doing anything! 

Mother: I don't want people to talk about us, about how you dress and how you behave. 

R: All the secular girls behave this way. 

Mother: I want you to treat your father with more respect and to be more considerate of his 

wishes. 

R: Dad says hurtful things to me and makes fun of the way I choose to live. 

Mother: That's not true. It's you who have chosen to disobey him and have brought the 

family's name into disrepute. 

 

 C. said how difficult the situation is for her, so much so that when she gets home she 

disconnects the telephone. It's as if they have taken all my professional skills away from me, 

she says. I have to treat neighbors from my village whom I know personally, and they have 

known me from the day I was born. It's like having to treat someone in one's own family, she 

repeats, and tries to demonstrate this to me as if I were someone from another world who 

doesn't understand what is going on. C. added that afterwards, when the father sees me on the 

street, he tells me how well I am raising my children. One of the students comments that he 

says this to C., who dresses in a secular manner, but that he did want C. to treat his daughter 

and that he sent his daughter to a secular school. Yes, I really do understand them, C. says. 

After all, I too come from a religious family and for many years we lived among secular 

people. I am trying to teach R. not to be insolent toward her father and to respect him, and on 

the other hand that when she is with me in the room she can say anything she wishes. I am 

teaching R. how to live in two contradictory worlds.  

 I reemphasized what was said in the class. That the father had turned to C., a secular 

person, and had asked her to help return his daughter to religion. The father compliments C. 

for the way she is raising her children, yet he sends his daughter to a secular school. I assume 

the father feels very conflicted, especially in view of the fact that his elder daughter has also 

become secular. These are contradictions that you should pay attention to. Sometimes a child 

comes to all the sessions with the school counselor, but continues to insist that he doesn't 

want to come. I often encounter examples of this kind in which there is no match between the 

words and the actions, and we need to be aware of these, because if we only listen to the 

words we will only get half the story. 



 I complimented C. on her ability to survive in the two worlds and how admirably she 

was managing. I listened to how she talks about R's religious father, and I imagined her 

father, who probably isn't too different from him, and I wondered how this young, attractive 

woman who looks so Western, is capable of showing empathy to an old-fashioned religious 

man who is trying to force his lifestyle on his daughter. It is not coincidental that the father 

approached C. He apparently sensed the empathy emanating from her. I spoke about the 

difficulty of undergoing a process of secularization and yet remaining empathic to one's 

origins. This is a problem I have encountered in many religions and in many settings. 

Generally people who rebel against religion and abandon it find it difficult to view it as 

empathically as C. does. After all, in most cultures our parents and our grandparents were 

more religious than we are, and despite this it's very difficult for secular people to come to 

terms with religious people and possibly also with their own religious past. So much empathy 

is needed by someone who is searching for his identity between the different poles of religion 

and secularism.  

 In the wake of the presentation of the case in the group, C. told us later that she had 

made contact with the father, and that he had expressed a desire and a willingness to give in 

to the girl and to accept that she was becoming secular. R. said that her father had stopped 

shouting at her, but that she has distanced herself from the family and doesn't want close 

contact with them. R. feels she has won, says C, and adds that it seems that this a victory the 

father also wanted for her.  

 

 

77.  Why did God create human beings? 

 

This is the story the school counselor Y. told us about H., a ninth grade student who 

approached her on his own initiative. He said he wanted to talk to me, says Y., and asked me 

questions that I'm not used to hearing from other students, such as: "Why did God create 

human beings?" and "Why do people have to make an effort in life? After all, the future is 

determined by God – people will die in the end." He told me that he is asking these questions 

in the hope of obtaining answers. "I tried to ask older people, but they didn't know what to 

say. They just carry on living and nothing more." I am used to hearing my students talk about 

love, school, friends, parents etc., but not to hearing philosophical questions about life. I tried 

to talk to him about his feelings and to help him connect to them, but he refused to go in that 



direction. I had no choice but to go along with him and to talk about things on a higher 

celestial plane, in the hope that gradually he would also tell me something about his personal 

feelings. 

 H. is a good student, interested in the sciences, and is always clean and tidy. He sits 

quietly at the back of the class and participates only when he has something to say. In 

recesses he usually sits alone, apparently out of choice, and projects a slight sense of 

superiority. His family is part of the largest and most respected clan in the village. His father 

is a well-known member of the council, and his mother an uneducated housewife who dresses 

traditionally. H. has three sisters, all married from a young age to cousins, and two younger 

brothers. H's family lives with the grandparents. The grandfather is an authoritative figure 

who makes all the decisions in the family, and the uncles regard themselves as responsible for 

their nieces and nephews as the parents.  

 In the second session – because I was concerned and to be on the safe side – I made a 

working contract with him that everything discussed in the room would remain confidential, 

and also that I have an obligation to report on any suicidal contents that might be raised in the 

sessions. We spoke a bit about his expectations from the sessions, but mainly I just flowed 

with him. In the fifth session he began to open up. When we spoke about his future he 

sounded pessimistic and passive, the reason being, according to him, because God and his 

family dominate his life. The following is an extract from the session with H: 

H: For us the family is very important. My grandfather, even though he is very old, decides 

all kinds of things for my father, and his opinion is held in high esteem in the family. 

Y: What do you think about this? 

H: I think we are a very tightly knit family. Sometimes it's good – everyone in the family 

respects my father. 

Y: Are there times when it's not so good that the family decides? 

H: I don't allow myself to say anything against the leaders of the family. Honor is very 

important. 

Y: What would you like to do but can't because of the family tradition? 

H: For example, I once wanted to have a romantic relationship with a girl at the school. But 

in the end I avoided it, because nothing would have come out of it.  

Y: What do you mean? 

H: With us, the moment a child is born he is told who his future bride will be – from among 

the cousins. I have my own cousin. 



Y: Are you in contact with her? 

H: We don't speak about it. My father spoke to me about it once and everyone knows about 

it.  

Y: Have you ever fallen in love with someone? 

H: I don't want to deceive girls and I don't want to harm their reputation and their honor. 

 On the one hand, I felt H's loyalty to the clan, says Y., and on the other, I was 

impressed by his many questions about life, which attest to the fact that he has other hidden 

desires. I was particularly worried by the tone of longing and despondency in his voice, even 

though he denied any suicidal thoughts. I felt myself wavering here, because usually after I 

have met with a boy or girl more than three times I invite the parents. At the same time, I am 

aware of the stigma that people in a small village can attach to a student who comes to talk 

with the school counselor, and especially when the family is also invited to meet with the 

counselor. It is particularly problematic also when everyone knows H's father and his family. 

Lecturer: In traditionally-oriented collective society adolescents are less occupied with 

philosophical questions than their peers in the West, because they don't have the same feeling 

of freedom to choose and to change the world that adolescents in Western society have. This 

philosophical position requires independent thinking, emotional separateness, internal locus 

of control etc. 

 To return to the case in question, it's true that H. lives in a society that determines 

whom he will marry, and maybe also what he will study in the future. This, however, is not 

necessarily a reason to feel despondent. In H's culture, many children live like this and they 

don't feel what H. feels. Y. is working well with H. and adapts herself to his pace. If the 

counseling relationship continues, it is reasonable to assume that the real reasons for H's 

feelings will emerge, reasons that are probably inherent in his unsatisfactory relationship with 

his parents. At that stage he may choose a less religious position than his parents. But then we 

would like him to make this choice consciously and deliberately, with full awareness of his 

feelings, and not as an escape from the relationship with his parents and his culture, which the 

parents embody. We as therapists will try to encourage H's self-awareness and will not be 

satisfied with philosophical reasoning or rational claims about which culture is better than the 

other.  

 Y. tends to invite students' parents more often than a school counselor would do in 

individualistic, Western society. Western society tends to allow an adolescent more 

autonomy, and inviting the parents could set them back and undermine their feeling of 



independence. In traditionally-oriented collective society the parents are expected to be more 

intensely involved in the adolescent's life. At the same time, Y. needs to take the stigma into 

account, as she pointed out. She thus finds herself in a dilemma that doesn't exist in Western 

society. In order to resolve this conflict, it is necessary to listen closely to the needs of all the 

parties and to their expectations, and to be aware of the social attitude that rejects mental 

counseling.  

 

 

78.  Countertransference in a cultural context   

 

Today we heard from V, a school counselor, about sixteen-year-old S. who came to talk to 

her. He told her that he feels his life has no purpose. "I'm not the one who decides whom I'll 

marry and what I'll study, and it's obvious to me that nothing I do will have any influence on 

my fate and my future. My family, especially my father, will decide everything for me. So 

why should I make an effort and what reason is there for living?" he said.  

 S. felt very uncomfortable about what she had heard. She told us that she is part of the 

same ethnic group in traditional society that S. belongs to, but that she educates her children 

differently and gives them far more freedom. Her parents also aren't as conservative as S's. 

They gave her the opportunity to choose what she wanted to study and consulted with her 

about choosing her husband. She knows that the parents of S's friends decide what their 

children will study, if they are allowed to study at all, and whom they will marry. However, 

S's friends don't feel that there is no purpose to their lives as S. does. Despite this, she feels 

sorry for S. and therefore finds it difficult to help him see things in a positive light.  

Student A: It's not such a bad thing that the parents make choices for him. He doesn't have to 

worry and can trust his parents that they will do the best for him. 

Student B: Maybe the problem is that he doesn't trust them. 

Student C: My husband was also chosen for me, but we have built our relationship as we 

wanted. No one interfered with us. 

Student D: I wanted to study medicine at university, but my father put me into his business. 

He said that doctors don't earn anything. It was very hard for me in the beginning and I was 

even angry with him, but I got used to it and now I'm fairly satisfied. Now the whole family 

works together and I can help my father. 



V: So maybe I really can talk to him about the choices he has within the range of available 

options, and that his situation is not as terrible as I thought at the beginning. 

Lecturer: We call this "countertransference". It seems that you, Y., found it a bit difficult that 

your parents chose your husband for you. Instead of feeling self-pity, you turn S. into the 

object for your pity and feel sorry for him. Our self-awareness as therapists is important, 

because it enables us to neutralize our individual biases and to be more available to our 

clients. For example, if you, Y., were not aware of your feelings on this matter, there would 

be a danger that you would encourage S. to rebel against his culture, or alternatively to accept 

the judgment as if he has nothing to say on the matter. Even a therapist from Western, 

individually-oriented society, were he to treat S., would probably find himself in a difficult 

emotional situation. He might very well identify with S. and agree with him how terrible it is 

that he won't choose his profession or whom he will marry, or alternatively, he might 

encourage him to take a conservative stand as a result of what we call "reaction formation". 

The truth is that we as therapists have to be cautious in these emotionally loaded matters, to 

take a step backward, and really let the client take center stage, because these are his life 

choices, his and not ours. This can only be done if we are aware of our hidden tendencies. 

From my experience of inter-cultural encounters, the traditional party tends to encourage the 

other person from modern society in a conservative direction, while the party from modern 

society tends to encourage the other person from traditional society to take a  rebellious stand. 

All of us have inter-cultural countertransference issues that we should be aware of.  

 In the case in question, S's despondency worries me. When I feel this kind of concern, I 

usually share it with the boy or girl in order to set off an alarm in their mind as well. When 

they see I'm worried about their situation, they understand that what is happening isn't a 

game. Possibly something deeper is disturbing him and is giving him the feeling that he is 

different from his friends and other people in his culture. You should try to talk to him about 

his relationship with his parents. He seems disappointed with them, and might be prepared to 

open up about this. In Western society adolescents are more often dissatisfied with their 

parents and their parents' responses, and tend to rebel. S. is clearly telling us that his 

relationship with his family – the cornerstone of collective culture – is not satisfying. His 

problem, on the face of it, is cultural; he wants more freedom. But there is something deep 

down that is not satisfying in his relationship with his parents, and you need to understand 

this. Possibly he feels rejected. Possibly there was a bonding deficiency in his upbringing and 

he didn't feel sufficient closeness and warmth. In the future, he will choose in which society 



he wishes to live, but at present this is not the question. The important question now is 

whether we can help the family to rehabilitate the damaged relationships. It is often difficult 

for an adolescent boy or girl to put aside for a moment the "logical" claims and reasons why 

one society is better than another, and to talk about their feelings. We call this defense 

"rationalization". The client holds steadfastly to a rational position and avoids dealing with 

his feelings. Our role as counselors and educators is to help him, as far as possible, to be 

aware of his feelings, which are usually what underlie his "logical" reasoning. In our case, for 

example, S. interprets the fact that his parents will choose a marriage partner and a profession 

for him, as something negative, as controlling, while his friends interpret it as something 

positive – as concern. S's negative interpretation is apparently connected to the unsatisfying 

relationship he has with his parents.  

 

 

79.  I'm embarrassed to talk to girls 

 

Today E., a school counselor, told us about A., an eleventh-grade student who came to see 

her because he is embarrassed to talk to girls. A. is a good student, the firstborn of five 

children. His father is a municipal clerk and his mother a housewife. He dresses well, his hair 

is covered with gel, and he resembles his peers in neatness and tidiness. E. presented the 

discussion with him: 

E: What's the problem? 

A: (Stammering) I feel I have no self-confidence. 

E: Why do you think you have no self-confidence? 

A: Because I'm embarrassed to talk to girls. Even the girls in the class…I hardly even say 

hello to them. And in general, I don't know how to start a conversation with a girl. (Silence) 

E: Have you ever asked anyone for help with this before?  

A: In our society, you don't speak about things like this… My parents would kill me. I only 

came to you because you spoke about the matter today in the group…(I ran an activity in the 

class on relationships between the sexes.) 

E: What's you relationship like with your parents? 

A: In general the relationship is good. But they don't understand me. My mother is busy with 

my younger brothers and with the housework, and my father is always at work. What's 



important in our family is honor…You have to protect the girls. It's forbidden to talk to them. 

You have to defend their honor. It's a law… so it's impossible to talk about it.  

 

A discussion developed in the class in which many students spoke about similar difficulties 

they had experienced because of the prohibition against contact between the sexes. Contact 

with the opposite sex seemed to many of them at adolescence to be something holy and 

frightening, and many stories and fantasies were woven around meetings between the sexes. 

Some said that even today as adults they find it difficult to talk freely to someone of the 

opposite sex outside their family. After getting married, the contact with their spouse 

becomes a sort of familial relationship, and just as they had spoken in the past with their 

parents or siblings, so they feel free to talk to their spouse but not with a stranger of the 

opposite sex. Encounters of this kind remained loaded, which sometimes makes it difficult 

for them at work where there is contact between the sexes. 

 E. deliberated how to talk to the boy about his relationships with girls in his class 

without attacking his family's values. After all, she said, as far as the family is concerned, all 

contact is forbidden. Whom should she represent? The boy, his family, or herself and her 

values? Can she represent the position of all the parties without taking a moral stand of her 

own? 

 A. went on to talk about fantasies concerning a young divorced neighbor who, he 

claims, has given him hints, and who he afterwards suspected of being interested in his father. 

A's story seemed to E. to be completely far-fetched and she wondered how she could help 

him to develop a more realistic view without hurting his feelings. Should she relate to his 

fantasies as being realistic, or should she confront him with what seems to her to be a 

fantasy? Or perhaps she shouldn't express her opinion on the matter? 

Lecturer: Several questions arise here. First, with regard to A's fear of talking to girls, what is 

A. scared of? Is he really scared of girls, or is he scared of his fantasies, that he will lose 

control over his urges? Note that I am inviting you to help A. to look inward and not outward, 

because in this way he will be able to develop more control over himself, to understand that 

he is afraid of himself and not of the other, and will therefore be able to calm down. 

Obviously in a society in which there is rigid separation between the sexes, fantasies 

surrounding sex will be stronger and more threatening. Still, he does come to talk to you, E., 

and you're a woman. Even though you probably remind him more of his mother, he comes to 

talk to you as a result of the impressive activity you ran in the class. Look how important 



these activities are in traditional society. You enabled him to approach you. Without that 

activity, he almost certainly wouldn't have approached you and would have been left to deal 

with his anxieties alone. You can most certainly reflect to him that he was courageous in 

coming to talk about an issue that frightens him so much, and that this shows he already has 

half the solution in his hands. 

 Regarding E's important question of who our client is, I think our client is the 

adolescent boy or girl who asks to talk to us. Clearly our work will be impaired if we don't 

take into account the family they have grown up in and live in. But our first loyalty is to the 

person who turns to us for help. 

 You say, E., that he has fantasies about the neighbor that seem far-fetched to you. 

These kinds of fantasies are quite appropriate in the sexually charged world of the adolescent, 

and he is not the first teenager to perceive reality in a distorted manner because of urges that 

are projected in all directions. I personally would try to find a way of saying to him clearly 

that in your humble opinion these are fantasies and not reality, because this is part of the 

therapeutic intervention that is important for him – to be able to differentiate between reality 

and fantasy. You can simply tell him the truth, namely that you see it differently, and that in 

your humble opinion, this scenario exists more in his head than in reality. It seems to me that 

this position, which strengthens his perception of reality, is particularly therapeutic.  

 

 

80.  Unlimited freedom 

 

N., an eleventh grade student, knocked hesitatingly on the door of the school counselor's 

office and asked to talk to her. He looked embarrassed and confused as he told her that during 

the recent vacation he attended a seminar in Jerusalem for the newly religious and had 

remained there for a whole week. He has decided to go back to being religious. G., the school 

counselor, asked him to tell her a bit about his family. N. said that his parents are very 

involved in their work, and are seldom at home. "My parents trust me, which is quite 

unusual," he says. "Not all parents trust their children and give them the freedom to 

experience things and arrive at decisions on their own." It transpired that his parents knew 

about the week he spent at the seminar. "They let me experiment, without any restrictions, 

and allow me decide if it's good for me. They give me freedom of choice and independence. I 

even warm up my food by myself, because they are never at home." 



 In the course of the sessions, G. felt how disappointed N. is with his family, and how 

confused and lonely he is. When she reflected these feelings to him, saying, "I feel that you're 

a bit disappointed with your parents," he replied, "I don't have any right to say it…like…I 

don't know if I have the right or not, but I am a bit disappointed. Any other child would be 

happy that his parents aren't always bugging him. That's how they educated me, to prepare 

food by myself, do things for myself and study by myself. They are never at home. I feel 

alone." When the counselor asked him whether he has friends, he said, "I have friends at 

school, but like I told you before, I don't need friends so much. I want a normal home." G. 

asked what he means by "normal". N. replied, "a family that is together, talking, eating 

together." 

 It was clear to the counselor that the liberal education at home toward autonomy and 

freedom, without a guiding hand, arouses in N. helplessness and emotional emptiness. 

Because of this, he fled to a supportive, directive and above all warm framework, like Kabala 

lessons and the yeshiva, where as he said it felt "like one big family." N. did not share his 

feelings directly with his parents so as not to hurt them, but he was clearly searching for 

someone to tell him what was right and wrong, someone to guide him. He felt abandoned and 

looked for a group to belong to. 

 The counselor invited the mother to a meeting. She arrived alone, said she had no idea 

why she had been asked to come, and that the father was too busy to come. She said that N. is 

a "wonderful child, totally independent, and responsible for his daily schedule. He takes care 

of himself, studies diligently. It's no surprise. That's how we educated him…" About her 

relationship with her son, she said, "we have an excellent relationship. I don't see too much of 

him, but I'm not worried. We taught him to take care of himself, we trust him and his 

decisions. He will make the right choices." G. wanted to examine how aware the mother was 

of N's situation, whether she knows that he wants to become religious, and how she feels 

about it. The mother said she knows about N's visit to the seminar. "He's at the stage of 

adolescence. He'll find out by himself what's suitable for him and what's not," she said. 

 The counselor tried to convey her impression to the mother that despite all the positive 

messages N's receives, he needs more support and warmth from his parents. She invited the 

parents and N. to a family session. Three times the family set up the meeting, and each time 

they canceled for various reasons. Finally when they met, the parents spoke to the counselor 

instead of talking directly to N. as the counselor requested. "Say that to N.," she said, and, 

"let's pause and hear what N. has to say." N. didn't dare express his feelings openly out of a 



fear of disappointing his parents and of hurting them. G. reflected to them how difficult it was 

for them to simply look at each other and talk.  

 It emerged that N. had already asked his parents to observe the Sabbath and to separate 

the meat and milk utensils, and they had agreed. They continued to express their satisfaction 

at the way they had brought up their son, and radiated complete confidence in their view of 

the world. "We gave him everything," they said. "He knows that if he makes an effort he will 

succeed, and if not, he won't. We trust him and have taught him to manage on his own." But 

N. is searching for limits, and not for the freedom you give him, the counselor protested. He 

wants you to be with him and to tell him what to do. He needs authority so that he will not 

have to search for God. N. continued to express confusion and doubt ("I don't know what I 

want") side by side with satisfaction with the joint meetings with his parents. "It's been a long 

time since we've sat and spoken like this," he said to them embarrassedly. Also he said, "I 

don't want to disappoint you, but you are never at home. I want to feel you, to tell you things 

– like in a normal family." 

 In our individual discussions, we spoke about how lost he feels and how he is searching 

for a place and for people who will respond to his needs. He wants a guiding hand and an 

external locus of control, and religion and God would arrange everything for him and tell him 

what to do. He began to identify more strongly with traditional collective values of family 

unity and to carry out more and more religious commandments, while at the same time 

continuing to treat his parents with respect and not expressing his ambivalent feelings toward 

them, so as not to hurt and disappoint them. As N's religious beliefs intensified, his parents 

found it difficult to understand where they had gone wrong. After all, they had given him 

everything, which for them really means everything, including unlimited freedom. 

 This case gives us a glimpse into the emotional dynamics of changing one's religion or 

of becoming stronger in one's religious beliefs. The search for rigid and clear laws and 

commandments is no more than an escape from freedom or a yearning for an authority figure 

that is lacking in the person's private life. A sporadic and unsatisfying parental presence is 

liable to push an individual to search for contact with God and to adhere to God as a 

substitute for the absent parental figure. In this case is it clear that underlying the parents' 

"progressive" Western declarations is a profound emotional difficulty of creating contact with 

their son, which is causing him to strengthen his religious beliefs and to adopt God as a 

substitute parent.  

 



 

81.  Does a manager compliment a worker? 

 

D., a school counselor, told us that one morning the mother of a student in the school called 

to tell the counselor that a friend of her daughter, also a student in her school, had run away 

from home and had spent the night in their home without the mother's knowledge. The father 

of the eighth-grade student, R., had reported to the police that his daughter was missing. Now 

that she had been found, R. was on her way home.  

 D. telephoned R's home to see how she was and to find out what had happened. R's 

father answered and sounded dejected and angry, and D. imagined him drunk. Initially he 

insisted he would not send his daughter to school for the next two weeks as punishment for 

what she had done. After the counselor told him that this was not a recommended course of 

action because "there are laws in the country", the father said he would think about it. Then, 

without asking her if it was convenient, he informed her that he would come to see her at the 

school the following afternoon, because he works in the morning. 

 The counselor asked to speak to R. The girl answered hesitantly. Initially she didn't 

identify the counselor's voice, but when she realized who it was she sounded relieved. The 

counselor asked her how she was, to which she replied "it's better now". "What happened 

before?" the counselor asked. "It was worse," she answered. "R., I would very much like to 

meet you tomorrow in my office – does it suit you?" D. asked. R. hesitated. "Please give me 

your father again, R." She asked the father to send R. to school the next day to meet with her. 

To her surprise, he agreed immediately. 

 D. received R. warmly in her office. D. didn't need to ask many questions, because R. 

told her immediately why she had run away from home. R's mother died when she was very 

young. The father is unemployed. A few years ago he was involved in a car accident that has 

severely impaired his functioning. R. has an older sister who left home about a year ago, and 

a younger brother. Since the sister left, R. has to do all the household work: she cleans, 

washes up, does the laundry, keeps the home tidy, cooks for the father as well as for the 

brother who does nothing to help. Even though R. says that no one forces her to do all these 

tasks, it is obvious that only she will do them. She said with much pain that she has never 

heard a word of thanks. 

 R. told the counselor how much she respected, admired and loved her father. "My 

father educated us properly," she said, "he doesn't let me stay out late. When he tells me what 



to do or what not to do, I always obey him." R. told D. that her father grew up in an east-

Asian country, and continues to behave as if he still lived there. He's a difficult person, a man 

of principles, she says, and while she very much admires and respects him, she is aware of 

the tremendous difficulties that these principles pose for her life. R. is torn between two 

worlds: one in which she sees her friends going to parties and acting freely, and the other in 

which she takes care of the home and treats her father with respect, which means that she has 

no contact with boys.  

 R. says she has never talked back to her father, but this time she simply couldn't take it 

any more, and so she decided not return home and to stay over at her friend's home. D. asked 

if she had ever spoken to her father or anyone else about her difficulties. Her answer was 

negative, "because in any case no one could help." When the counselor asked R. if she would 

allow her, the counselor, to speak to her father about why she had run away, R. begged her 

not to reveal to her father that she had complained to her. But she would be grateful if D. 

would speak to her father about slightly easing the burden of the regular household work. 

 In the afternoon the father arrived accompanied by R's young brother. The father is a 

short man who limps and sways from side to side; his teeth are neglected and his speech 

unintelligible. D. understood why she found it so difficult to understand him on the phone. 

Until they sat down to talk, the impression he conveyed was one of wretchedness. But then he 

began to speak, and suddenly his authoritative strength vis-à-vis his children revealed itself. 

 He began by saying how angry he is with R. because he was so worried about her. As 

punishment, R. will not be allowed to attend school for the next two weeks. He added that 

had D. not called the previous day, he also would not have let her come to the school to talk 

to her. D. said she understands that R. is very helpful around the house, and that she deserves 

a word of praise. The father replied decisively, "No! – does a manager praise a worker? 

Never." The counselor dared to ask him if he is the manager at home. He replied firmly, "of 

course I'm the manager at home." D. noticed a grin of contempt on his face, implying that 

she, the counselor, doesn't understand anything about raising children. After all, who ever 

gives children compliments?! As a woman the counselor thought to herself: How can he 

possibly not appreciate the work that R. does at home? However, she kept her thoughts to 

herself. Afterwards she turned to the brother and suggested that maybe it would be 

appropriate to share the household work more in order to make things a bit easier for R. The 

father immediately rejected the idea, saying that this is the girl's job, and adding that if he 



gives in, he will end up doing all the jobs. As D. had promised R., she didn't mention the 

connection the heavy burden imposed on R. and her running away from home. 

 The father spoke about how his father used to beat him mercilessly in order to punish 

him, but that he has a more modern approach, and doesn't do that. He said his father had "torn 

him apart" when he caught him smoking. The counselor looked at him sitting and smoking in 

front of her, and thought that it hadn't exactly helped. The brother, who was present 

throughout the meeting, didn't say a word. All he did was play with his mobile phone and his 

father made no comment about this. It was not difficult to notice during the conversation how 

fully R's gaze was focused on her father with respect and admiration, but also with fear and 

concern. When the father spoke about his anger and worry toward R., D. empathized with 

him, and at the same time shared with him her impression that R. very much admires him and 

respects him. As the discussion drew to a close, the counselor again tried to persuade him that 

the punishment he had chosen, not to let his daughter attend school for two weeks, was not 

exactly legal and also not relevant to the fact that she had run away. But the father stuck to 

his guns – "let them handcuff me if it's illegal," he said. 

 Finally, the counselor asked the children to leave the room and to leave her alone with 

the father for a few minutes. "I wanted to see how he would behave without R. being 

present," she said. And indeed, the moment the door closed, his face softened, a slight smile 

crossed his lips, and he said that he needs time to think whether or not to send her to school. 

 The father and the counselor separated with a handshake, and D. felt that the tense 

atmosphere that had prevailed between R. and the father had somewhat dissipated. 

 A few minutes after everyone had left the counselor's room, R. returned and asked with 

a smile: "What did you talk about when you were alone?" D. replied that she had only asked 

the father once again to send R. to school. "Maybe I shouldn't have told her," she told us, but 

afterwards the father did agree to let R. come to school. 

 There is no doubt that one of the prominent aspects of this story is the importance that 

people in traditional society attribute to personal contact. The father, as he said, would not 

have sent his daughter to school the day after the incident had the counselor not telephoned 

him, and he could very well have kept her at home for two weeks had the counselor not 

initiated a private talk with him without the children. In a family encounter in which the 

children are present, the father feels the need to assert his authority over them. The moment 

the children left the room, he felt free to be himself and had no need to prove anything. It is 

thus recommended in counseling people in traditional society, to meet alone with the parent 



more than once in order to enable the parent to weigh up his actions, without having to prove 

his authority. Furthermore, the respect the counselor accorded the father, the compliment she 

gave him by emphasizing how much his daughter admires him, as well the way she managed 

to set aside the anger she felt towards him as a result of her education and cultural 

upbringing, all contributed to the positive relationship that had started to develop. Mentioning 

the laws of the country also added something, a reference to an authority beyond that of the 

counselor. The imposition of an external authority was important in conveying to the father 

what his limits were. The setting of clear limits, which is acceptable for people in traditional 

society, in combination with a close and warm relationship, which is also one of the 

foundations of traditional culture, is often the correct way of working with people in this 

society.  

 

 

82.  Using myself for the benefit of the other 

 

Today we heard from L., a school counselor, about thirteen-year-old R. who came to her for 

counseling. The school counselor who had worked with R. the year before at her previous 

school told L. that R. had made several suicide attempts and had been in therapy with the 

school psychologist. She would scratch herself quite badly and would say she wanted to die. 

She is a good student, says L., popular at school, and always comes with friends to our 

sessions. The psychologist who treated her summarized her situation as follows: the girl 

obtains secondary gain from all these stories. Had she wanted to commit suicide, she would 

have done so long ago. Her secondary gain is that she keeps us concerned and preoccupied 

with her and attracts our attention. If there are any fears regarding her, she should be referred 

to the emergency room. From the psychologist's viewpoint, there is no longer any need for 

intervention. In the past, a social worker from the welfare department tried to treat her, and 

she was even referred to the psychiatric department of the hospital, but all these attempts 

failed because R. resisted treatment. 

 L. tells us that R. makes her angry in their sessions and she finds it very difficult to treat 

her. This seldom happens to me with clients, she says. In the beginning I didn't understand 

what was annoying me so much. Afterwards I understood that nothing she says is connected 

to her relationship with me, but rather to her relationship with the psychologist who treated 

her. For her, I'm only a springboard for dealing with her relationship with the psychologist 



and her wish to return to treatment with him. While this is insulting and hurtful, it's the way 

she uses me that drives me crazy. At the same time, I don't agree with the psychologist's 

conclusions. He doesn't see her as someone with serious difficulties, but rather as a very 

manipulative girl. 

Lecturer: First, let me say how much I admire L. for her courage in sharing her personal 

feelings, and for admitting that R. elicits a wish to reject her, even though school counselors 

are socialized to be empathic at all times. The fact that these feelings are rare for L. is an 

excellent diagnostic tool for assessing R's situation. The girl did not invent this way of 

relating especially for L. It is most reasonable to assume that she arouses these feelings in 

many adults and maybe even among her peers. She also aroused these feelings in the 

psychologist, the social worker and other caregivers in the hospital. But the rejection that she 

arouses in the caregivers only intensifies her problem and does not allow her to break out of 

the circle of rejection she has lived in since her childhood in her parents' home, as a result of 

which she became manipulative. What she is doing is transferring the relationship she 

experienced in her childhood with her parents to other figures in her adult life. Had L. 

experienced these feelings with many of the students, we might have thought that the 

problem lay in L. herself. But in this case we have the clear transfer of R's feelings on to L., 

and the subsequent countertransference of the feelings of rejection that L. feels on to R. The 

end result is that while what R. really needs is empathy, in fact she is rejected over and again.  

 On the issue of suicide among children and adolescents, I want to emphasize that if you 

suspect this you should have no fear of clarifying with the student whether he or she has 

suicidal thoughts or whether they had attempted suicide in the past. I have heard people say 

that if I ask the student about this, I am liable to put thoughts into his head. Someone who 

does not want to commit suicide will not allow thoughts like these to enter his mind as a 

result of this question. There is thus no justification for being afraid of clarifying the truth. 

Moreover, these essential questions could provide us with information about how serious the 

student's intention to harm himself is. Not every suicidal thought is a warning signal. But 

thoughts together with an operational plan, as opposed to diffused general thoughts, do 

constitute a greater risk. If there are actual attempts in the past, this points to an additional 

degree of risk. With regard to the actual suicide attempt, we need to distinguish between 

attempts to attract attention, such as light scratches in the area between the base of the hand 

and the wrist, or other non-lethal methods, and serious attempts whose intention really was 

suicidal and were forestalled by chance. In any event, taking the possibility of a suicide 



attempt with the utmost seriousness, and making sure that the adolescent realizes that the 

teacher or the counselor has to report these cases to the authorities, conveys to the student the 

important message that this is no trivial matter. With regard to the emotional dynamics of 

suicide,  essentially it involves directing aggression toward oneself, similar to what happens 

in depression, and is accompanied by feelings of guilt and lack of self-worth. In many cases, 

suicide attempts conceal a profound longing for contact, which indicates that the roots of 

these acts lie in childhood, and are not something that happens on the spur of the moment. 

Usually a person who harms himself has undergone a long process of thinking and planning. 

Sometimes the environment tends to blame a teacher for having made a pointed comment to 

an adolescent, or a girlfriend who leaves him, or any other chance event, without 

understanding that we are talking about a relatively long process that takes place below the 

surface.  

 Afterwards L. told us that her understanding of her feelings toward R. helped to change 

her attitude. She understood that R. had done nothing against her personally, but rather that 

the feelings R. arouses in others is precisely R's problem and that she is the only person who 

can help R. to extricate herself from her distress. In the counseling sessions they spoke about 

R's relationship with L. and with many other people, and L. was able to help her understand 

that she sometimes resorts to manipulation in order to receive the attention she doesn't 

believe she can obtain in a simpler and more direct manner.  

 The use of oneself, as we have indicated several times, is the most important tool a 

therapist has at his disposal, be he a teacher, a counselor or a psychologist. 

 

 

83.  Integrated intervention – collective and individual 

 

Today A., a school counselor, told us about fifteen-years-old L., the firstborn child in his 

family. L. has severe disciplinary problems, both inside and outside the class. He is often 

punished for coming late to school, and his parents have been summoned to the school 

frequently. His grades are poor and he shows no motivation to learn. L's father is mentally ill, 

and it is his mother who usually takes care of him and attends the meetings at the school. 

Recently L. has begun to be contemptuous of his father and to taunt him with remarks such as 

"why don't you go to work?" and "you're not needed here." 



 A. adopted a dual approach, collective and individual, in talking to L. On the one hand, 

he spoke to him about his responsibility as the firstborn for his younger siblings, and about 

his obligations towards his mother in the absence of an effective father figure. A. explained 

that society is watching him and examining how he is functioning, and that he is expected, as 

the oldest, to know where his duty lies. On the other hand, A. talked to L. as an individual 

with the aim of increasing his motivation to succeed in his studies. A. emphasized that 

despite all the difficulties and the need to support his family, L. has the right to take care of 

himself, to wish to succeed and create a better future for himself. Only you can help yourself, 

A. told him, and reminded him that in the past when he had made an effort to invest time and 

energy, he had succeeded admirably.  

 A. told us that L. has progressed on both levels: he now helps more at home and is also 

more conscientious in his studies. L's mother has now referred one of L's brothers to A. in the 

hope that A. will help him as well. We spoke in the class about the fact that L. has found in 

A. a warm and competent father figure whom he can identify with, as opposed to his distant 

and weak father. A. has thus succeeded in helping L. to progress relatively quickly. We added 

that had A. not been familiar with the messages of the two cultures, the individual and the 

collective, the intervention would not have been so successful.  

Lecturer: We are talking about two cultures, traditional and modern, which often advocate 

contradictory messages that are difficult to integrate. Traditional-collective culture raises the 

child in a way that strengthens his connection with his family. The adult individual in this 

culture is expected to blend well into the family and the society, and less to realize his 

potential, think independently, and consolidate a separate "self". On the other hand, modern-

individualistic Western society expects the adult individual to have a separate "self", to have 

desires of his own and the ability to realize them, and to be less dependent on the group. The 

traditional individual is liable to be perceived by someone in modern society as being 

dependent, while the modern individual will probably be perceived by someone in traditional 

society as egocentric. Alternatively, someone living in collective society might seem to his 

counterpart in the West as being warm and close, while the Westerner will probably seem to 

his Eastern counterpart as courageous because he isn't afraid of doing things on his own. 

Classic psychological treatment was developed in the West, and is based on helping the 

individual to achieve autonomy of thought and separation from his environment. This 

approach thus has to be adapted with caution to traditional society in which the message is 

likely to be quite the opposite.  



 It seems to me that we have seen sufficient cases to be able to generalize and say that 

there is no problem with psychological theory and its adaptation to traditional societies. The 

only issue is that of maintaining cultural sensitivity to the needs of the person referred to us. 

This is what A. has taught us today in his fine intervention, in which he understood that 

success in school encompasses clearly competitive Western elements of self-realization, 

while within the family collective responsibility is emphasized. A. showed us that if we 

display sufficient sensitivity, we can integrate the two approaches and that they complement 

each other impressively. The case A. presented today is very common. In many inter-cultural 

encounters of traditional individuals who immigrated to modern society, we are likely to find 

families in which the image of the father has been undermined. While immigration to a 

Western country gives hope to the younger generation and an incentive to learn and develop, 

the parents often pay the price. They, the adults, find it difficult to adapt to the new world. 

Often the father is no longer able to command the respect he enjoyed previously; his status 

diminishes and the child remains without the authoritative father figure he had before the 

immigration. Possibly the growing child will be contemptuous of his father who is ill 

equipped to succeed in the new society himself, and is consequently unable to help his 

children. This is the price paid by many families who move from the traditional to the more 

modern world. The child is torn between his wish to succeed in school and to build a 

promising future for himself, and the need to preserve the family's values as his parents 

expect of him. Even in inter-cultural encounters that do not contain the element of 

immigration, this situation is widespread. Often the child wishes to succeed in school in the 

hope of integrating in modern society, and finds it difficult to reconcile this ambition with the 

values of his family and respect for his parents. A. has impressively demonstrated that this 

integration is possible and also desirable. When A. spoke to L. about the importance of 

preserving the family unit, he referred to his role as the firstborn son and about traditional 

society's expectations from him. When A. spoke about success in school, he shifted to 

Western thinking, which encourages the child and shows him that he can succeed. We will do 

well to remember A's very good example.  

 

 



84.  The impossible encounter between cultures 

 

Today we heard from C., a counselor in a school in which most of the students come from 

less traditional backgrounds, about M., a tenth-grade adolescent girl from a conservative 

traditional family. M's father died a few years previously and she lives with her mother and 

an older brother. During the year, M. began to miss school frequently, says C., and I invited 

her for a discussion to find out what was going on. In the discussion M. said that she works as 

a waitress almost every evening, which is why it's difficult for her to get up in the morning. I 

tried to ascertain whether she really has to work every evening. She claimed that things at 

home were very difficult financially and that she has to work in order to buy what she needs. 

In clarifying the matter I understood that the family subsists with a minimum-income 

allowance from the National Insurance Institute, and that any request on her part for clothes 

or other things is refused. M. claims that the mother only parts with money when her older 

brother requests something for himself. 

 After a few sessions M. opened up more and told C. that her brother beats her. He 

accuses her of working outside the home too much and therefore not helping her mother with 

the household chores. He also claims that M. doesn't speak politely to her mother. M. says 

that the mother doesn't interfere with the beatings, and is even glad that "he is teaching her a 

lesson".  

 When I heard this I consulted with the social worker from the welfare department, and 

we decided we would both talk to M's mother and brother. We explained to them firmly that 

it is strictly forbidden to hit M. and could result in the brother being imprisoned. We told 

them that if the beatings continue, we will have to report the matter to the police.  

 From that moment, M. said, the violence at home stopped. M., however, exploited the 

fact that her brother and her mother had loosened their grip on her and had ceased to set 

limits for her. She started working every evening and then going out to enjoy herself, only 

returning home in the early morning hours. Her attendance at school dropped even more and 

she simply abandoned all restraint. 

 In retrospect I would have acted differently, says C. Based on an understanding of the 

traditional culture from which C. comes, and also on an understanding of the difficulty of the 

intercultural encounter between the strictly authoritarian system and the more liberal one, I 

should have spoken more assertively and clearly in the discussion with the brother and the 

mother about ending the violence, but at the same time I should also have directed and 



instructed them how to set limits for M. in other ways, without resorting to violence. My 

feeling now is that I have left M's mother and her brother without any authority over her. I 

invalidated the approach they were familiar with, but I didn't given them an alternative. 

Lecturer: The danger that someone from a collective culture faces in encountering an 

individualistic culture is that of abandoning all restraint. A person growing up in a 

traditionally oriented, collective society who is used to clear limits and authority, and who 

lives with an external locus of control in which he is socialized to adapt himself to the 

environment, suddenly encounters a permissive environment, and tries to become part of it. 

In the past, this Western environment seemed incomprehensible to him, both frightening 

because of the feeling that you can do "anything" in it, and also arrogant, because the 

Westerner – like God – is focused on the self and has an internal locus of control. He, the 

person from traditional culture, is used to imitating others in his environment, and, most 

probably, in this situation as well he will endeavor to adapt himself to his environment. This 

adaptation, however, will be external and not internal. He is liable to remain very confused, 

because he has not acquired autonomous thought processes, emotional separation and an 

internal locus of control, all of which are so essential for survival and success in Western 

culture. He will live in the West as do millions of people from traditional cultures, without 

feeling that he really understands how things are conducted in that society. Often he will feel 

that there is some kind of secret that has not yet been revealed to him. And indeed, there is a 

such a secret. But it is no mean feat to learn the secret of living in an internally directed 

mode. Complex emotional structures acquired over many years, (see Deciphering the cultural 

code) such as empathy and assertiveness do not tolerate short cuts. In the West too, it takes a 

child years to learn them. I know a case in which a girl from traditional society was enrolled 

in a Western school, and started imitating her peers in every way. Not only did she dress and 

arrange her hair as they did, she even tried to imitate their speech and their body movements. 

The girls in the class reported a feeling of a shadow following them and copying their 

movements. The experience of a person with an external locus of control who tries to 

integrate rapidly into Western society can be extremely cruel in the absence of  suitable help 

and direction. M. too had never been trained to look inward, but mainly outward. Now she 

finds herself belonging to a group of people who look inward, while she is still looking 

outward. She doesn't understand what they find there inside, and they don't understand why 

it's difficult for her. M. now has to slowly learn that a full and rich world is indeed hiding 

inside, a world that she is expected to listen to, which is far from easy. Apart from this, the 



Western environment is liable to be very intolerant and rejecting of anyone who isn't familiar 

with the rules of the game. In the case described above, the girls in the class felt that she was 

clinging to them. When one of the girls leaned against the wall in a certain posture, and 

suddenly saw this girl also leaning against the wall with the same posture, she wanted to 

distance herself from her, and asked, "hasn't she got a life of her own?" The overall solution, 

of course, is for every culture to learn the characteristics of the other culture in depth. This is 

how an inter-cultural bridge is built.  

 

 

85.  The hymen 

 

D., a school counselor, told us about  S. an Arab girl studying in the twelfth grade in a Jewish 

school. S's father accused his wife of cheating on him, threw her out of their home and 

refused to allow her to see the children. S. lives in a multi-storeyed building all of whose 

residents are part of the father's extended family. Everyone knows everything about the 

others, and some family members even allow themselves to freely intervene in matters 

concerning S. S. has several siblings, some of whom studied in our school. 

 From the moment S. set foot in the school, we saw what a loud, belligerent and callous 

girl she was, says D. She was totally outspoken, unruly and without any limits. In time, 

however, I managed to create a close and warm relationship with her. She trusted me 

completely and shared with me whatever was on her mind. Life in the school was not easy for 

her. Because she stood out due to her boisterousness and her disregard for others, she "drew 

fire", and the students cursed and teased her about her origins. Naturally when a terror attack 

took place, the antagonism towards her intensified. Working with S. was not easy, both 

because of her tempestuous character and also because of the need to be very sensitive to her 

origins. We met frequently and discussed, among others issues, how S. should present her 

views on the terror attacks to the class. She didn't support the attacks, but when anyone was 

critical of her background, she defended herself tooth and nail. In times things calmed down a 

bit and became less extreme. S. made many friends in school and even one very close friend. 

 As opposed to the improvement in S's situation in the school as a whole, her 

performance in class kept deteriorating. The family's financial situation was very bad, in 

addition to which her father claimed to have heard from people in the village that S. doesn't 

attend school, but rather keeps company with unsuitable boys. Now and again he didn't allow 



her to come to school and at times was even violent towards her. The homeroom teacher and 

sometimes I as well would phone her father and try to explain to him that S. does indeed 

attend school regularly and is studying well. Usually the father didn't believe us, and claimed 

that people in the village know exactly where S. is and what she is doing. 

 It emerged that S. was not such an innocent lamb. After school she would spend time 

with a certain boy who promised her all kinds of things if she would consent to have sex with 

him. S. believed him, and after he got what he wanted, he left her and took his promises with 

him. 

 One day S. came to my room looking frightened and told me that her father wants her 

to marry a boy in the village and that the wedding will take place soon. I calmed her down 

and assured her that I would speak to people and check what could be done. 

 I contacted the Center for Adolescent Girls of the local health-maintenance 

organization, and was later informed that after having spoken to the girl and having assessed 

the urgency of the matter, they would be prepared to undertake a hymen reconstruction. I told 

S. about this and made an appointment for her to talk to the doctor at the  HMO.  

 Following a few days during which S. didn't come to school, I and the homeroom 

teacher phoned her home to find out about her absence. The father said that S. would not be 

returning to school – she had completed her studies and from now on would remain at home. 

A few hours later S. phoned me without her father's knowledge and told me that her father 

and her uncle had beaten her, that she is at home injured and is terrified of what the future 

holds. 

 After hearing all this, I contacted the regional welfare officer and told her the story. She 

said she knows the family and will discreetly try to find out what is happening with S. A few 

telephone calls later, the welfare officer informed me that "nothing can be done". The father 

is not prepared to let S. return to school. She told me that this is a very violent family and that 

there is no chance that her intervention will help. I felt, says D., that while it is mandatory in 

the Jewish sector to report these issues to the welfare authorities and the police, who are able 

to do something, things operate differently in the Arab sector. Here the laws of country are 

not implemented and sectors in the population are allowed to do what they want. This case 

left me frustrated and angry that we had lost S.  

Lecturer: This case reminds me of the previous case we discussed. There too we dealt with a 

traditional girl studying in a modern school, and her transition from living in a framework 

with rigid boundaries to a situation of abandoning all restraint. Possibly the encounter with a 



Western school also led S. to rebel at school. Most probably, what ultimately helped her to 

find her place in the school was the warm and close contact with D. A close relationship is 

actually the solution that someone from traditional society living in Western society looks 

for, because this relationship reconstructs the familiar relationships in his culture and his 

family. However, this relationship was insufficient to set protective limits for S. She had 

sexual relations before marriage. In her society girls are murdered for this, and it seems that 

she had lost the survival instinct of her culture. Possibly she needed D. to be warm and 

supportive toward her, but also to be strong and to set limits in order to help her not to burn 

her bridges with her family and her culture. In the previous case as well, we realized that the 

school counselor should have provided directives to enable the family to protect the daughter. 

The inescapable conclusion from these two cases is that a person from traditional society 

living among people from Western society needs warmth and support on the one hand, but no 

less important, clear and firm boundaries, for without these the young person is liable to 

abandon all restraint and pay a high price as a result. The hymen can be repaired, but the 

moment a girl is marked as being licentious, her reputation is likely to be tainted for ever, and 

in this case she also apparently irrevocably lost the chance of completing her studies. Indeed, 

on certain issues, traditional society does not permit repair. It is thus incumbent on us, the 

teachers and the school counselors, to remember this and to set firm limits in these cases 

before it is too late.  

 

 

86.  Emotional games 

 

Today A., a school counselor, told us about fourteen-years-old R. who came to him for 

counseling. She is a good student, disciplined, well-groomed and slightly shy. Her teachers 

are full of praise for her, and she is popular with her peers. R. lives alone with her mother. 

Her father abandoned the mother when R. was a baby and went to live abroad. For many 

years the father had no contact with R. and her mother. About three years ago, however, the 

father initiated contact with R. by phoning and sending postcards. R. was very enthusiastic 

about talking to her father and told him how much she would like to see him. He, for his part, 

told her that he can't come to Israel because if he enters the country the authorities will not 

allow him to leave. He promised R. that he would find a way of visiting her and that he 



would also send her a flight ticket. None of these promises, however, have amounted to 

anything.  

 R. talks to me openly, says A. Recently she has shared her feeling of distress with me. 

She feels that her father is pulling the wool over her eyes and that he talks to her as if she 

were a small child. He sends her postcards in which all he writes is that she should eat well 

and study well. He now tells R. that because of her mother he can't return to Israel. 

 The father's family live about an hour's drive from R's home. Recently they too have 

initiated contact with R. and have expressed a wish to get to know her. They arranged to visit 

R. and her mother on a certain date. In anticipation of the visit, R. and her mother prepared a 

meal and excitedly awaited their arrival. When the appointed time passed and the relatives 

hadn't arrived, R. phoned the uncles and they told her they were on the way. R. and her 

mother continued to wait around the full table, but no one arrived. After a few hours of 

waiting, R. phoned again and the uncles told her they would not be coming because 

something urgent had come up. As usual, R. was most disappointed. The uncertainty and the 

conflicting messages from the father and his family to R., who is only fourteen and very 

much wants to meet her relatives, is confusing, emotionally unsettling, and is causing her 

much suffering.  

 A. wants to know what to do with R. He feels very angry with the father and his family 

for constantly playing with R's feelings and exploiting her for their needs. He's not a father, 

A. says, he's nothing more than a sperm donor. Every time R. comes to me crying, I already 

know the reason. Again the father promised her something and reneged, again he raised false 

hopes and disappointed her. Maybe she simply has to forget her father? Maybe this is 

something I have to work on with her? 

Student A: Maybe you should speak to the father's family and ask them not to disappoint her 

again. 

Student B:  R. should tell her father that he has hurt her feelings. 

Student C: Maybe the mother wants the father to return, and she is conveying the message 

through her daughter. 

A: I don't have the impression that the mother is interested in the father returning. I've spoken 

to her about this. 

Student D: Invite the father's family for a discussion and talk to them.  

Student E: If you're already inviting the father's family, it's important that relatives from the 

mother's family be present in order to protect R. 



 I must admit that I was surprised by the students' reactions. I felt very angry with the 

father and his family, and I knew that A. shared my feelings. I thought how easy it is to play 

with the feelings of an adolescent girl who wants a father, and also how easy it is to ruin the 

life of a girl who is succeeding despite having grown up without a father, and who has 

achievements to her credit. I feared that she would not be able to bear these frustrations very 

much longer. 

 The students spoke about the need to talk to the father and his family, while my feeling 

was that a sado-masochistic relationship might be developing between R. and her father. He 

promises and she waits expectantly and in the end is disappointed. I asked myself why he is 

doing this. In truth I don't know, but I can suggest several hypotheses. Maybe he is envious 

that R. and her mother are coping without him, that R. is managing fine without his help, and 

that his presence is not essential. Maybe he wants to feel needed, maybe he feels lonely 

overseas etc. His family identifies with his feelings.  

 A. confirmed that he sees things as I do, and would like to work with her on separating 

from her father as opposed to waiting for him, because every time she waits in expectation of 

something, it turns out badly.  

 It's still not clear to me why my female students related to the issue in the way they did. 

Is the gap between us a consequence of the fact that I come from individual society and 

would like to see R. standing on her own two feet and not needing anyone, as opposed to the 

students who are part of traditional society and believe in maintaining contact and in mutual 

dependence, even if these are problematic? Maybe this is a gap between women and men, 

between the female students and A. (even though he is also part of traditional society) and 

me? The female students are not prepared to forgo that easily the presence of a male figure, 

while A. and I are more alert to the exploitation that could be concealed in this type of 

relationship. Possibly, we have here a combination of both these reasons. 

 I added that R. should be helped to express anger toward the father as opposed to 

crying, which is what is happening now, because anger exemplifies the ability to separate, 

while crying derives from her experience of weakness and helplessness in her relationship 

with him. It was clear to me that R. had to separate from her abusive father, even though this 

would be difficult because she would first have to relinquish the wish that he be a father to 

her. A. can be helpful here in that he constitutes a positive father image for R., and because 

the relationship with him is so important to her.  



 We tend to recommend that adolescent girls should talk to a female counselor and boys 

to a male counselor, based on the understanding that it is easier for an adolescent to share 

intimate issues with a counselor of the same sex. Here, however, we have an example that 

contradicts this view. When the presence of the opposite-sex parent is inadequate, 

consideration should be given to referral to a counselor of the opposite sex. R. was lucky to 

have found A.  

 

 

87.  Forbidden love 

 

Today we heard from N., a school counselor, about E., a tenth-grade student she is 

counseling. E. is a pleasant, easy-going girl with average grades, and with no special 

problems. At the beginning of the year rumors reached N. that E. had been seen in the 

company of a twelfth-grade male student in their school who is known to be problematic, and 

that she had "gone too far" with him. N. decided to invite her for a discussion in order to 

clarify the matter indirectly, to understand what is on her mind, and to explain to her how to 

take care of herself. E. seemed surprised by the invitation, and when she understood why she 

had been invited, she denied any contact with the boy. She said that it wouldn't enter her 

mind to do something like that because her parents are conservative and would never agree. 

N. told E. that she wasn't trying to interfere in her life or dictate to her what to do, but only to 

explain to her the reality in which we live, and how people in our society view relationships 

between boys and girls, and that she was sure E. wouldn't want people to say bad things about 

her and for her to get a bad name. N. added that E. had the right to fall in love, but that she 

should think about her best interests and her reputation before she does anything. E. thanked 

N. for the discussion, said that she feels N. cares about what happens to her, and promised 

that she would never do anything that might cause harm to herself.  

 A few weeks later, N. continues, a teacher came to tell me that she had seen E. and the 

boy standing together in a dark corner in an out-of-the-way place behaving in a way that is 

unacceptable in our society. The teacher asked me to deal with the issue. I called E. and asked 

her where she had been. She claimed that she was speaking to a friend in the courtyard. I told 

her what the teacher had reported to me. She was clearly feeling very pressured. She lowered 

her head and didn't say anything. Again I tried to impress upon her how serious her actions 

were and how people are likely to interpret them. She started crying and said that nobody 



understands her. I asked her if the boy had forced her to do what she had done, and she 

replied in the negative, saying that what had occurred was something she wanted. She told 

me how discriminated she feels in her family compared with her brothers and sisters. I asked 

her if the boy provides her with support and the feeling that someone wants her, and she 

confirmed this. Nevertheless, I repeated that she is endangering her good name in the village. 

 The following day the principal called me. It seems that the teacher had told him about 

what she had seen. He was angry with me that I hadn't reported such a serious incident to 

him, one that demands special treatment. I told him that I had spoken to E. and had warned 

her, but the principal insisted that the student's parents be informed. I called the parents and 

invited them to a discussion with the principal and me. Only the father arrived. After I told 

the father what had happened, the principal emphasized how unacceptable this behavior is in 

our school and our society, and asked the father for his cooperation. The father was surprised 

and angry. He said it is also totally unacceptable to him that the girl would destroy her good 

name and that of the family. At this point I was afraid that the father would harm E. I thus 

told him directly that he should talk to her gently and explain things to her, and not punish 

her physically. The father said that he had never lifted a finger against her. Towards the end 

of the meeting we called E. in. She denied the act, but no one believed her. The father tried to 

speak to her gently. He asked her why she had done it and whether she is lacking something. 

E. lowered her head and didn't speak. Finally the father requested that we inform him if such 

incidents reoccur. 

 After this, E. appeared to have changed her behavior. She didn't go near the boy nor 

speak to him. About a month ago the twelfth-grade class had their end-of-year party to which 

all the students in the school were invited. That same day one of the teachers called to inform 

me that she had seen E. and the boy standing alone among the trees in the courtyard, and that 

they were touching each other, something that is totally forbidden in our society. I 

immediately walked towards the courtyard and I met E. and the boy coming up the stairs. I 

asked them why they were together, and reminded E. what she had promised her father. 

When we entered my room she started crying and told me that he had followed her only to 

say goodbye because he is leaving the school and won't see her any more. This time I felt 

angry towards her: "You got a second chance, and this is what you do?" I said. She broke 

down and admitted that she loves the boy, and will never agree to marry anyone else. In the 

past she denied feeling anything for him, but now everything was clear. She said how angry 

she is with me and with the school, how our reports to her parents only make the situation 



worse, and that even in the future her parents won't allow her to have any contact with the 

boy. I explained to her that as a school we cannot give our support to what she does with the 

boy, and made it clear to her that her rebellion is not a solution and will not lead to 

reconciliation with her parents. I tried to tell her empathically that if the boy continues to 

behave badly he won't succeed in life, he will have difficulties studying, working, and 

generally building a decent future. If this will be the case, her parents will certainly not agree 

to marry her to him. I said firmly that she needs to make him understand this, and to change 

for her sake. I promised her that I wouldn't tell her parents this time, on condition that she 

thinks about what I have said and that she takes into account not only her love for him, but 

other things as well. 

 I don't know if the way I conducted things with E. was correct, said N. Should the 

parents have been involved? What is the boundary between giving space for and respecting 

feelings as we are taught to do in our counseling studies, and the restrictions of our society? 

Lecturer: Individual society tends to involve the parents in the treatment of adolescents only 

when there is no alternative and when it seems to be important for the parents to know what 

is going on. When there is a risk of suicide for example, or in extreme cases in which it is 

necessary for the parents to protect the adolescent boy or girl, the parents are called in. In less 

serious cases it is acceptable to consult with the adolescent himself and to obtain his 

agreement to have his privacy compromised. In traditional society there is a tendency to 

involve the parents at an earlier stage, because the adolescent boy or girl is not expected to be 

independent, analogous to the way Western society regards younger children. Clearly you, 

N., were less in favor of involving the parents, while the principal demanded their 

involvement. The question of whether to involve the parents is also a function of the extent of 

the damage the girl could cause herself. In a society such as hers, if E. gets a bad name this 

could harm her enormously, as you rightly told her. Her chances of getting married may be 

jeopardized, not to mention the possibility of murder for besmirching the family's honor. 

Involving the parents also relieves you, N., of the heavy burden of responsibility for what 

could happen. You offered her good alternatives. First, you helped her understand that her 

attraction to the boy is a result of her unsatisfied longing for acceptance by her family. You 

also suggested alternative ways of fulfilling her love for the boy in a way that could be 

acceptable to her traditional family ("to change for her sake"). 

 With regard to your second question of how counseling studies, which advocates giving 

space for the individual's feelings, can be reconciled with a society's traditions, I would like 



to say that every society has its limits. In Western society girls are drawn into acts that 

ultimately harm them. And the reason for this is often the same, namely a search for the love 

they don't receive at home. Primarily, E's problem is not that she was born into the wrong 

society, but rather her emotional difficulties. Her behavior is an expression of distress. 

Counseling studies can help any individual, no matter what culture he has grown up in, as 

you, N. have demonstrated to us today.  

 

 

88.  Accepting the judgment 

 

Today we heard from A., a school counselor, about P., an attractive and talented twelfth-

grade student who had registered for university studies in psychology. One day she came 

crying to A. and told her that she had changed her choice of studies and had relinquished her 

life's dream of becoming a psychologist, and instead had registered at a teachers' training 

college. She told A. that she had become engaged to a boy who doesn't want her to study. 

With difficulty, and after much arguing, he agreed that she could study teaching and could be 

a teacher in their village. P. said that she had been betrothed from birth to this boy, a cousin. 

This was her father's promise, and cannot be broken. She doesn’t really know him very well 

but she didn't refuse to become engaged to him, and today maybe she even loves him. But he 

is very religious and unsophisticated, and in his opinion a women's place is in the home. She 

isn't even sure that he will allow her to be a teacher. 

 A. tells us how hard the situation is for her. She too is from a similar religious 

background to P. and fought to be able to study towards a graduate degree in school 

counseling. She very much wants to say to P. that she should continue the struggle, but 

people warn her not to interfere because she can only cause P. harm if she incites her against 

her fiancé and her family. Initially A. thought of speaking to the fiancé and to P's family, but 

she abandoned the idea and is trying to work more gently without interfering substantially in 

P's life. It hurts me so much, says A., to see how P's self-confidence, which was so much part 

of her, is waning since her engagement. She simply isn't the same person. 

 I tried, says A., to check with P. whether she is still under her parents' authority and 

whether she can appeal to them, because I knew they were in favor of her studying, but it 

soon became clear that they did not want to interfere. She would come crying to our sessions 

and I would calm her down, even though there really didn't seem to be any basis for 



equanimity. I found myself reflecting to her what I understood about the man she was about 

to marry, what his opinions are about women and about life in general, and how different he 

is from her. I tried to explore her priorities, what she thinks she can compromise on and what 

she feels she cannot. I found myself telling her how young, attractive and capable she is, and 

that she deserves to marry a man who is worthy of her, who can understand her and respect 

her wishes. After the session, I regretted everything I said, because these are my personal 

ideological beliefs.  

 A. asks us what she should do.  

 In the discussion that developed in the class, the school counselors from modern society 

were shocked by the story. They suggested telling P. to look for a more suitable boy, that she 

is still young, that this is her first relationship so that she doesn't even know what love is, that 

she'll meet many other boys who will love her and will allow her to do what she wants etc. 

This is an example of intercultural countertransference that was difficult to contain and was 

expressed with considerable vehemence. A group of school counselors from traditional 

society agreed with those from modern society, but maintained that things should be 

formulated more gently and that P. should be helped to reach these conclusions without their 

being spelled out explicitly. The third, relatively large group of counselors who represented 

traditional society maintained that there is definitely no room to intervene, and that in fact the 

situation is not all that bad. P. will get used to her new situation and come to terms with it, 

and ultimately will come to think that what her fiancé wants is the right thing for her. 

 A few months later it emerged that the third group was correct, that P. had come to 

terms with her situation, and showed no signs of anger.  

 

 

89.  A matter of respect 

 

Today Z., a school counselor, presented a discussion she had with B., an eighteen-year-old 

twelfth-grade student in the school she works in. B. is the oldest son in his family. His father 

served in the South Lebanon Army (SLA), and six years ago, following the Israeli army's 

withdrawal from Lebanon, B's family came to Israel as refugees. B. has two younger 

brothers, aged fourteen and ten. He's a tall, strapping boy, says Z., and despite some 

difficulties with Hebrew, he was ready to share his feelings openly with her. In school he is 

regarded as a very positive student, particularly for the respect he shows to the teachers. B's 



father works as a laborer and his mother is a housewife. B. spoke about an annoying problem 

he has with his brother. 

B: The problem is my brother. He doesn't care about anyone. When I ask him to do 

something he brushes me off, doesn't hear, isn't interested, and then we start arguing. 

Z: Tell me more. What do mean doesn't hear, isn't interested. What isn't he interested in? 

B: He doesn't want to hear what I'm saying. My father tells me to leave him alone. 

Z: What do you want him to listen to? 

B: He's not organized, doesn't relate to anyone. 

Z: What do you mean doesn't relate to anyone? Doesn't he relate to his father, his mother? 

B: Listen, Z. In Lebanon it was different. 

Z: What do you mean it was different? What was it like in Lebanon? 

B: In Lebanon it was different. He did everything he was told. That was good for him, and he 

benefited from it. 

Z: What things do you ask him to do? 

B: For example, I ask him to show respect. 

Z: To whom do you want him to show respect? 

B: To my father, my mother. Over there you really showed deep respect. In our culture, 

respect is the main thing, to show respect to parents. Even though I've been here for six years, 

it's still part of me. 

Z: I'm pleased to hear that you respect your parents. 

B: It's not only my brother. No one here shows respect. He sees how his friends behave. 

Z: What does he see among his friends? 

B: He sees that none of his friends here show any respect. For them, respect is not something 

serious in life. There is a difference between school here and in Lebanon. 

Z: What's the difference? 

B: In Lebanon there's pressure, and here not. Here there's no pressure on the students with 

regard to studies, respect, order. Here my brother lets himself go. 

Z: What do you mean lets himself go? 

B: To let himself go is not to show respect, not to listen. It's the problem of most of the 

children here in Israel. I don't feel comfortable with it. 

Z: What don't you feel comfortable about? What bothers you the most? 

B: That he won't turn out the way we turned out. It's still in our culture. Even though he does 

show respect to our parents, sometimes he doesn't.  



Z: So what's the problem? You say that sometimes he does show respect to your parents. 

B: Yes, he does show respect to our parents. But my problem is that he doesn't show me any 

respect. What is important for him is to show respect to our parents and to people who come 

to visit our parents, but he doesn't show me any respect at all. It's important that he should 

also show respect to his surroundings. 

Z: I understand that you want your brother to show you respect. 

B: Of course, yes, yes. 

Z: How? Give an example of how you would like him to respect you. 

B: For example, when my friends come to visit me he drives us crazy. He doesn't understand 

that they are not his friends. He interferes straight away. 

Z: Does he think that they are his friends as well? 

B: Yes. I ask him to leave the room and he doesn't. 

Z: Did you ever try to speak to him? 

B: No. 

Z: You really should explain to him, not when the friends are around but when you're alone, 

that it disturbs you that he's in the room together with your friends. 

B: He hears, but when he's irritable he turns everything upside down. 

Z: You should speak to him when both of you are relaxed. 

B: In a large family, people listen to the older brother. I want him to continue the culture we 

had, and not to change it. 

Z: I understand that you attach great importance to your culture, that it's very important to 

preserve the culture. How do your parents feel? How does your father feel? 

B: My father tells me to let him be. He learns from his friends. He's at the stage of 

adolescence. 

Z: How do you feel about that? 

B: I don't want him to throw everything out. 

Z: The two points you raised are very important. First: It's true that your brother is at the start 

of adolescence, and his behavior is characteristic of this age. Second: The society in which 

your brother lives also has an influence. You can't ignore the Israeli culture. At the same 

time, you can't throw away your own culture. I therefore suggest that you try to make sure 

that the important values in your culture are preserved. A combination of the two cultures and 

a face-to-face discussion with your brother could be very helpful. 

B: Thank you very much, Z. I think that we'll talk about this at home. 



 

Lecturer: By bringing this discussion, Z. helped us to understand the significance of respect 

in traditional societies. The very use of the word respect has far-reaching implications. I 

remember a counselor who tried to explain to a traditional father why his son should come to 

school on time. The father didn't accept her point of view. Finally, the counselor told him that 

by coming late to school, his son does not respect the school. The father understood 

immediately and the lateness stopped. Murder for besmirching the family's honor – a girl who 

is murdered because of suspected licentious behavior – is further evidence of the deep 

significance of honor and respect in certain traditional societies. In some traditional societies 

the loss of respect is analogous to death. In intercultural encounters, respect is one of major 

factors leading to misunderstanding. Someone from modern society often doesn't understand 

where he went wrong when the relationship runs into difficulties. Later, when he realizes that 

the other person felt he was not accorded due respect, it might be too late to repair the 

damage. 

 

 

90.  Black is white 

 

Today R., a school counselor, told us about M. a tenth-grade student in her school, who has 

put her in a situation she doesn't know how to deal with. M's homeroom teacher told R. that 

M. would soon be getting married and will be leaving the school. The truth, says R., is that 

the rumor had been circulating among the students for a long time, but this time it reached me 

directly. I invited M. for a talk and she told me that she indeed has a fiancé, but that recently 

he has been unfaithful to her with her best friend. She told me how hurt she was and that she 

had even thought of taking her own life. After talking to her, I decided not to report the 

matter, because her intentions did not seem serious. Many of the adolescent boys and girls I 

treat have thoughts of this kind. I kept an eye on M, and she looked quite happy and content 

during recesses. One day someone told me that M. looked lonely during the recess and was 

crying. I invited her for another discussion. She told me she had separated from the previous 

fiancé and had become engaged to another boy, but that he too had been unfaithful to her 

with another of her friends. This time she added that in the wake of the event she had taken 

pills. I insisted on hearing details of the event. She told me that when no one was at home she 

swallowed a large quantity of her father's sleeping pills. Her parents found her unconscious 



and rushed her to the emergency room, where she had her stomach pumped. The more 

questions I asked, the more details she supplied. 

 I explained I am obligated to report cases like this and to invite her parents. She refused 

adamantly to have her parents involved. She claimed they would be very angry that she had 

disclosed the secret to people at the school, and that they prefer to deal with the difficulty by 

themselves in order to preserve the family's honor. At the next session she brought me a letter 

from her parents in which they thanked us for our willingness to help them, but wanted to 

deal with the problem by themselves. The letter was written in M's handwriting, and she 

claimed that her parents had dictated it to her. I checked with the emergency room, and there 

was no record of M. having been admitted. I called her home and invited her parents for a 

discussion with me. At the meeting the parents were amazed by the stories. It transpired that 

M. had never had a boyfriend. They look after her well and don't let her go out with boys. 

Needless to say, she had not been engaged, neither once nor twice. And of course, the whole 

story of the emergency room was pure fabrication. The parents laughed about the whole 

incident, and took it far too lightly in my opinion. M., on the other hand, sat passively, 

looking at the floor. She seemed extremely humiliated and only managed to say she was 

sorry.  

 R. asked us what she should do in a situation like this when a student relates events 

without a grain of truth in them, and in effect forces the counselor to confront her with 

reality. 

Lecturer: We are talking about the confusion that a counselor or an educator feels when a 

student presents him with a fictitious reality. M. doesn't seem to be a psychotic girl who can't 

differentiate between reality and fantasy and who requires hospitalization. She knows she is 

telling stories that are figments of her imagination, but she can't avoid telling them because of 

her tremendous need for attention. Your feeling, R., that you have to fix everything, which is 

why you invited the parents, is apparently M's feeling as well, which she conveyed to you so 

that you would arrange things for her. In other words, she invited you to organize her reality. 

Now the therapeutic relationship can begin. Even though this phenomenon exists in modern, 

individually oriented societies, is more widespread in traditional-collective societies, because 

these societies tend to have an external locus of control. Thus the individual can influence 

others by means of various manipulations, one of which are lies of this kind. M. says to you, 

R., let's agree on a different reality. If you don't confront me with the truth, I can continue to 

live in the imaginary world I have created for myself. After all, you won't want to get into an 



argument with me, and therefore you will probably accept my story as other people in my 

society do. Indeed, in M's traditional society there is a greater tendency to believe in magic 

and the supernatural, and for the group to give them the stamp of truth. The way of 

communicating in M's society makes it possible to invent different "truths" and to ignore 

unpleasant truths. M. lives in a society in which the truth is more external than internal, more 

religious than scientific. The authority over the truth is thus outside the individual and not 

inside. Manipulation of the kind that M. used is not so exceptional in her society, if we recall 

the many cases we have already come across. We have been told about a boy who became 

deaf-mute because he fell off a horse, and other such tales. I am saying all this in order to 

encourage people in Western society to adopt a more tolerant attitude to people like M., even 

though what they do is very hard to stomach. Without doubt, M's emotional needs are 

motivating her to act in the way she does, and she needs to be helped to express her needs in 

a more appropriate manner. In Western society, an adolescent will tend to choose a different 

style for dealing with his difficulties (ranging from being the class clown in order to obtain 

attention, to depression and suicide). But he is unlikely to say to someone else, let's both 

decide that black is white and live according to what we have agreed. A person in Western 

society will tend to deceive himself with the help of various mechanisms of repression and 

projection, while a person in traditional society will tend to deceive the other or try to reach 

agreement with him about a different reality, because his world is conducted more in 

interpersonal rather than intrapersonal space. An understanding of this different mechanism 

could help the Westerner withhold too severe judgments about people from traditional society 

who ostensibly distort or invent the truth.  

 

 

91.  On the connection between belonging to traditional society and obeying traffic rules 

 

Today E., a school counselor, told us about a traumatic incident that happened at her school. 

One evening the principal called me, she said, and informed me about a motor accident that 

had taken place on the road leading to our village. One of our students was driving without a 

license at a speed of 160 Km/h when the accident happened. The driver was slightly injured, 

but two of his friends who were with him, G. and H., were killed instantly, and two others 

were seriously injured and had been taken to hospital. I knew the students by name; some 

were in the tenth and the others in the twelfth grade. As requested by the principal, I 



contacted the homeroom teachers, told them what had happened and prepared them for the 

following day. Some of them couldn't stop crying. 

 The following day the supervisor, a psychologist, the directors of the education 

department and the welfare department in the municipality came to the school. The students 

who arrived at school in the morning already knew what had happened. Spontaneously they 

all sat down together in the entrance lobby. Students from one of the classes anxiously asked 

me if their homeroom teacher would be coming to school. I reassured them and told them that 

she would probably be arriving soon. We assembled all the teachers and the administrative 

staff, and instructed the teachers to go to their classrooms and to allow the students to express 

their feelings and to talk freely about the accident. We explained that the students would 

probably exchange information about what they know. They should be told the truth and 

given the opportunity to express themselves, and the teachers should refrain from expressing 

their opinions. 

 During the meeting three teachers couldn't stop crying. Someone said that if they 

couldn't face the children, perhaps they shouldn't go into class and should be replaced by 

professionals. I disagreed. I said that it's important for the homeroom teachers to go to their 

classes even if they cry together with the students, because the students know them and it is 

they who will continue to work with the students. The staff met again after the meeting with 

the students in the classrooms, and the teachers talked about how difficult it had been and 

how the students were still in a state of shock. 

 All the students and staff went to the funerals. The sobbing from the students who came 

to say goodbye to their friends who had been killed was heartrending. In the evening I 

prepared some structured activities for all the classes and I also phoned the teachers to ask 

how they were doing. The following morning I explained to the teachers how they should 

relate to the students, and how to choose appropriate structured activities for dealing with the 

event. One of these was to spread on the floor pieces of paper on which various feelings were 

written: sadness, helplessness, suffering, loneliness, etc., and to ask each student to choose a 

piece of paper that reflected his feelings. I also suggested dividing the class into small groups 

so that students who don't usually express themselves in the larger forum would be able to 

participate. Another possibility was for the students to express themselves creatively. I 

brought paper and crayons for the students to write and draw. In summarizing the day with 

the teachers, they said that today the students had expressed themselves far more freely. They 



drew, spoke and wrote about the accident, and on the whole the message was one of saying 

farewell.  

 A few days later the school closed for the Eid ul-Fitr holidays. Before the students 

dispersed, the principal arranged a ceremony in the courtyard. We stood in silence for a 

minute in memory of G. and H. The principal wished the injured a speedy recovery, and told 

the students that anyone who feels the need to talk during the holiday is invited to call the 

teachers and/or the school counselor.  

 I personally conducted a short program dealing with separation in each the two classes 

in which the students who were killed had studied. I brought candles and asked each student 

to light a candle in memory of the student who was killed. The homeroom teacher lit the first 

candle, followed by the students. I noticed that two of G's friends stayed seated and were 

crying quietly. I went up to them and said that they were invited to light a candle whenever 

they felt ready. They didn't react. When the students finished lighting the candles, I asked if 

anyone else wanted to light a candle. The two friends got up, took each other's hands, lit a 

candle, and hugged each other for more than a minute and cried. The whole class cried with 

them. I conducted a similar activity in H's class.  

 During the vacation the students and the staff visited the parents of the boys who were 

killed, and we also visited the injured boys in the hospital and in their homes. When we 

returned to school after the vacation, there were many more smiles and friendly 

conversations. It seems that this was a good break for both the teachers and the students. The 

homeroom teachers of G's and H's classes and I decided to set up a memorial corner in the 

school in memory of the two boys. We decorated the corner with the students' drawings and 

with the get-well messages for the injured boys. 

Student A: Was there no anger towards the driver? 

E: Nothing that I could see. Most of the students are religious, so everything is from God. 

Student B: What about the families of the boys killed or injured? Do they not feel angry and 

want to take revenge? 

E: No. 

Student C: In the Arab sector people obey traffic rules less, and there are many accidents. 

Why is this? 

E: It's true. In my parents' extended family for example, no one uses safety belts. They leave 

everything to fate. I use a safety belt, and they all say I'm a scaredy-cat.  



Lecturer: First, E., your intervention was really moving. You deserve to be complimented for 

handling things so sensitively and professionally. As to the question that C. raised, when the 

locus of control is external, one leaves things to fate, to God, and there is no need to take 

ultimate responsibility and use safety belts, because of the belief that individuals really have 

no control over their destiny. This is also the case regarding obeying traffic signs. There is 

thus no anger, at least no overt anger, towards the boy who drove without a license and at an 

excessive speed, because there is no feeling of responsibility. The responsibility is God's. 

This is true of traditional societies in general in which there is a complete acceptance of 

everything that happens, because it's all God's will. Clearly, this behavior increases the rate of 

road accidents among people in traditional-collective society who hold these beliefs. 

Student D: Still, in traditional society there is a fear of authority figures, so how come people 

don't obey traffic signs? 

Lecturer: When the authority is actually present, people obey it out of fear. But obeying a 

traffic sign when there is no policeman present and the person is alone, requires internalizing 

the rules and the responsibility, which to our regret happens less. 

E: At the funeral I cried the whole time, but the boys were not allowed to cry. They were told 

that this is not the way to behave. 

Student E (female): With us it's the opposite. When my father died, they forced me to cry. 

My aunts pinched me from behind so that I would cry. 

E: It's permitted for girls to cry, it's even demanded of them, but it's not permitted for brothers 

or fathers. 

Lecturer: To force someone to cry or prohibit crying is really the same thing – an attempt to 

dictate emotional expression and not allow the individual to behave according to his or her 

feelings. This is an external locus of control which is contrary to authentic emotional 

expression, which is based on an internal locus of control.  

Again I would like to thank E. for sharing her outstanding work with us.  

 

 



ADULTS 

 

92.  Shrewd manipulation 

 

Today H. presented her problem. She has been married for about a year and has a newborn 

baby. Her husband's sister, twenty-five years old and unmarried, hardly ever leaves them 

alone. Her husband gets home late from work so the couple doesn't have much time to be 

together. And who suddenly appears? The sister-in-law. When H. wants to go shopping for 

something, her sister-in-law somehow remembers that she also needs a similar item and goes 

with H. and her husband. When H. buys clothes, the sister-in-law then decides that she wants 

to wear them. H's husband has always been very close to his sister, and even when he had to 

travel some distance for work, she would go with him. H's in-laws live above them, and this, 

she says, causes much tension and arguments. Actually, she says, my sister-in-law and I are 

very good friends. When my husband isn't around we talk a lot and tell each other things. 

Even before I got engaged we were good friends, and when my sister-in-law heard that my 

husband wanted to ask for my hand, she phoned me and joyfully told me the news. Even 

during the engagement, I didn't feel there was any competition or jealousy between us. Now, 

after the wedding, when the three of us are together, I feel she is really taking my husband 

away from me. 

 My sister-in-law doesn't understand that her brother now has a family and that I need a 

little privacy and want to be alone with my husband. She only thinks of herself. The real 

difficulty, though, is that I can't talk to my husband about this. For him, being with his sister 

is quite natural, and he will definitely accuse me of being jealous of her and not the other way 

round. Recently the sister has become engaged, and H. hopes that this is what will save her. 

She asks the class what she should do. 

 Some suggested she should tell her husband everything and ask for his help. Others 

claimed that he wouldn't be able to help her, because he identifies so strongly with his family 

of origin, and his hands are tied. Others suggested that H. ignore her sister-in-law and in this 

way  put a stop to the behavior. Go wherever you want, the students told her, without saying 

anything to her, and if she gets angry, so be it. Others suggested that she should try to talk to 

the sister-in-law and explain the situation to her. It was also suggested that she speak to her 

in-laws about the matter, and that maybe they will throw her a lifeline. Wait until she gets 

married, and things will definitely improve, others said. When someone suggested that she 



should let the sister-in-law play with her baby and look after it when she and her husband go 

out, H. leapt up and said, "Are you crazy? Should I give her my child as well?" There were 

also those who maintained that H. had no choice and that she and her husband should find 

another apartment away from her husband's parents. At the end of meeting, H. decided that 

she would leave the situation as it was, and wait for the sister-in-laws wedding.  

 A few weeks later H. told us that she had finally snapped and told her husband 

everything she was feeling. His response was that she and not his sister is the cause of the 

problem. H., however, felt relieved that she had unburdened herself. Recently, she says, as a 

result of her explosion, her husband seems to be showing signs of understanding what she is 

going through. What emerged clearly was that it was as important for H. to know that her 

husband understood her difficulties as it was to find a practical solution to the problem of the 

sister-in-law. 

Lecturer: It can reasonably be assumed that in individually oriented Western society it would 

have been easier for H. to insist that her husband be loyal to the new family he has built, and 

to detach himself from his family of origin. H's husband is in a different situation. Even 

though he is married, his loyalty to his family of origin is no less important to him than his 

loyalty to his new family. This position needs to be taken into account in any counseling 

intervention. When the counselor is from an individualistic society and the client from a 

traditional society, one of the most frequent errors counselors make is to promote separation 

and independence. In this case, as in others, you should pay attention to the nature of the 

solutions that traditional society suggests, which we have heard from the students: ignore the 

sister-in-law, go out without telling her where you are going, involve the in-laws in the 

problem, wait until she gets married, suggest that she plays with the baby, move to a new 

apartment, etc. These are solutions that flow from an external locus of control, solutions 

which involve some degree of  manipulation. Their aim is to influence the environment and 

organize it for the individual's benefit, because the option of separateness and autonomy is 

not available to the individual in traditional society. H. can't go to her husband and simply tell 

him that she has precedence over his sister. She also cannot demand from her sister-in-law to 

allow them privacy, because the social environment expects communal living in an extended 

family framework, and not a life of independence and self-realization. A declaration of 

independence is tantamount to breaking all the rules and the family connections. From this it 

follows that the solutions have to be directed towards the other and not to one's self. Shrewd 

manipulation in order to create better relationships will be appreciated by everyone. 



 

 

93.  Shame has no limit 

 

S. spoke about an incident that happened two years ago and still bothers her. She lent a friend 

her notebook from one of her courses, a notebook that she had invested considerable effort in 

preparing, because the friend seemed to be in such a bad way. S. also asked the friend if she 

could borrow the friend's notebook from the course. The friend agreed but only gave S. two 

pages. For two years S. has been keeping her anger inside her and inwardly cursing this girl, 

and has never asked her why she gave her only two pages and not all the material from the 

course. Furthermore, the friend did not return the material that S. had lent her, even though S. 

has repeatedly asked her for it with some embarrassment and with the feeling that she is 

asking the friend to do her a favor by returning the material. The friend has one child and her 

husband was killed in a car accident. Everyone tells S. how miserable the friend's life is, but 

S. is consumed with rage toward her. Today they talk together as if nothing had happened. S. 

would like to forget the whole incident but the anger keeps resurfacing.  

 The students asked S. why she didn't ask the friend why she had given her only two 

pages. Maybe there was some misunderstanding and that really was all the material she had. 

They told S. that if this is how the friend behaved, it's the friend's problem. S. spoke of her 

feeling of "having the tables turned", in other words, asking for something she is entitled to in 

an apologetic and submissive tone. The students advised her to speak more forcefully, but S. 

claimed that it goes against her character. It bothers her that people lie to her, she said, yet 

despite this she goes along with them and pretends she believes them. I expressed my opinion 

that S. is unable to stand up for her rights and doesn't feel that she deserves any better. The 

result is that in her imagination she turns the other person into a monster. When I said that 

she had probably encountered many incidents like this in her life, she started crying. She then 

told us that her husband had signed as a guarantor for his brother. The brother didn't honor 

his debt, and now they have to fork out the money. The brother has bought new sofas for his 

home and behaves as if nothing happened, while she and her husband barely manage 

financially, and she is still studying. She and her husband are similar, S. says. Both of them 

find it unpleasant to confront the brother; the brother, meanwhile, conveys the message that 

the issue is not up for discussion, and they play along with his rules.  



 Some students said that she should speak to the parents of her husband and his brother. 

Others said that it's the husband's job to speak to his parents and his brother. Tell him you are 

angry, someone suggested, but S. burst into tears. I reflected to her how she is accustomed to 

crying instead of getting angry, and how this is connected to the story of the notebook, where 

it was difficult for her to stand up for her rights and all her anger remains inside. Others 

suggested that someone else in the family should speak on behalf of S. and her husband. They 

also felt that the parents have a responsibility toward their son and his wife S., and that they 

and the brother should share the debt between them. Nag your husband every day, keep 

pestering the brother to pay, be more forceful – these were some of the suggestions that were 

raised. Because of what happened, S. says, I have distanced myself from my husband's family 

and I am paying the price. 

Lecturer: Cases like this can happen in any society. It seems, however, that in collective 

society, in which the individual is required to adapt to the group and is expected to avoid 

confrontations (women especially), cases of this kind are more frequent. The individual in 

traditional society is not expected to put his foot down and to say forthrightly what is on his 

mind. We see that S. is unable to be assertive, whether towards the society as a whole or 

towards her brother-in-law. She has been educated to be considerate of others and to react by 

feeling guilty. The resolution of the conflict, if indeed it will be resolved, will probably not be 

a result of S. forcefully putting her foot down, but rather through the help of someone in the 

extended family, as the students suggested.  

 

 

94.  Pre-determined role 

 

I met my husband when I was nineteen, says S. We were very much in love, but there was a 

problem. My husband has six older sisters who are very dependent on him and love him, and 

he is an only son. From the time he was born, they have treated him as if he were their son, 

and are not prepared to accept another woman at his side. 

 The problems started during the period of our engagement, not because the sisters didn't 

love him, S. emphasizes, but rather because I took him away from them. Because my 

husband was not prepared to do what they wanted, they threw him out of their home. When 

his mother lay dying and asked to see her son one more time, they wouldn't let him near her, 



nor allow him to pay a consolation visit on her death. A few months later we got married and 

even though we tried to patch things up, they didn't come to the wedding.  

 I feel it's my fault that my husband was not able to see his mother before she died. 

When my son was born we took him to see them and things seemed to be all right between 

us. They love my son, but not me. I heard them saying that they can't stand me and wish that 

my husband and I would get divorced. The major problem is with three of the sisters, one 

divorced and two unmarried. They behaved in the same way to my husband's previous 

girlfriend. What bothers me is that I treat them very well and am willing to forget everything 

they did to me. But they, nine years later, are not willing. For a whole year I wasn't in contact 

with them, though my husband and the children continued to visit them. The family pressured 

me to make up with them, and I visited them over the holiday. But all the time I'm there I feel 

tense and afraid. I don't understand why this is happening to me. Why do they behave in this 

way even though I treat them so well and am so warmhearted?  

 The students in the class told her that what had happened had nothing to do with her, 

that she has behaved perfectly well and doesn't need to feel guilty. They tried to tell her that it 

wasn't her fault that her husband didn't see his dying mother, and that his sisters are to blame. 

They added that the situation of only one son in the family is a familiar problem. Some 

students asked S. about her father-in-law. Couldn't he help to improve the situation. S. replied 

that he has reacted the same way as his daughters. And what do your parents think of all this, 

they asked. My husband is a good person, and for this reason I stay with him and ignore 

everything else, she replied. Some students suggested that S. should simply distance herself 

from her husband's family. 

 I reflected to them that S. experiences herself as part of the extended family. She 

doesn't expect her husband to separate from his family, and she herself can't imagine running 

her life without her husband's family or her own family. In a situation like this, the 

individuals are exposed to feelings that the group tries to impose on them – guilt feelings in 

S's case. She is doing her best to treat her husband's family appropriately, but for reasons not 

dependent on her, the sisters don't accept her. She also understands that she doesn't have to 

feel guilty, but this understanding doesn't change her very strong feeling, which arises from 

her need to accommodate herself to the family. In individually oriented Western society, one 

can work with the individual on his feelings. In traditional-collective society, in which the 

individual doesn't perceive himself as separate, it is sometimes impossible to do anything 

without the assistance of the environment. 



 S. summarized her feelings as follows: Even though many students in the class have 

told me that I am not to blame, I nevertheless feel that I am to blame. Sometimes I am at a 

wedding or another celebration when something suddenly reminds me of everything that has 

happened, and I am overcome with sadness. I feel guilty that my husband's family was not at 

our wedding, and also that my husband didn't see his mother before she died. I don't want to 

cut off relations with his family, because I don't want  his father to go through what his 

mother went through, namely having a son out of reach.  

Lecturer: In traditional society the group often confers a role on the individual. Every man, 

woman and child has a different role. This is also the case with masters, servants, soldiers, 

clerks etc. The role is determined socially and the individual's personality is less important 

and of less interest. In this way the individual adapts himself to the group and behaves 

differently in different social situations. A person in traditional collective society will thus 

have less personality continuity over time and place than people in Western individually 

oriented society, who, first and foremost, try to be faithful to themselves. In traditional 

society, the individual is far more sensitive to the opinion of the group and what the group 

makes him feel. S's inner truth is that she is not guilty and has done nothing wrong, but her 

husband's sisters cause her to feel differently. Because she is dependent on the extended 

family, she can't say to herself – even though some of you have suggested this to her – "what 

difference does it make to me what they think?" because what they think of her determines 

what her life will be like. She feels dependent on her environment, as opposed to being 

independent of and separate from it. Her husband is in the same trap, which is why he cannot 

help her. It seems that he has come to terms with the situation and accepts the difficulty with 

his sisters, and doesn't demand that they stop harassing him and his wife. He too was expelled 

from the family home and was not allowed to visit his dying mother, and it seems that he 

accepted the judgment and didn't take an independent stand against them. As far as the sisters 

are concerned, S. is guilty by virtue of her very existence, and they don't feel they are 

behaving inappropriately. In any event, this is how it looks to me. Since relationships are 

externalized, from the sisters' point of view anyone who makes them feel bad and who steals 

their brother from them deserves to suffer. What is so obvious in the West, namely, where 

one person ends and another begins, does not hold water for S., her husband and the sisters. 

The sisters are trying to control the environment and shape it according to their convenience, 

with the result that a role was prepared for S. in advance and she cannot escape. She is the 

one who is guilty of stealing their brother from them and making them feel bad. None of the 



players here has an intra-personal conflict, only inter-personal. For this reason, personal 

conclusions and insight will not help them. What often helps in cases like these are traditional 

solutions, such as talking to the parents of the couple or to relatives who can assist. This time, 

however, it seems there is no one to talk to, so that S's only outlet is to adopt a more modern, 

Western position of separateness, because this is the only way that will help to release her 

from her unjustified guilt feelings.  

 

 

95.  Who bears the guilt for suicide? 

 

Twenty-five-year-old R., the youngest child in her family, studied in a high school outside 

the village and completed twelfth grade without a full matriculation certificate. She comes 

from a poor home and because of the family's economic situation was unable to continue her 

studies. She therefore went to work, and for three years she helped to supplement the family's 

income and to pay her brother's tuition fees. She was a girl who used to enjoy life but 

forfeited her happiness for the sake of her brother, her friend M. told us. During this period 

she managed to obtain her matriculation certificate. After her brother completed his studies, 

R. went to study in a college in the south. She lived together with girls from her village, 

studied hard and took summer courses in order to finish her studies earlier. 

 Her father is described as a stubborn, unsophisticated man, and her mother as a 

controlling woman. The small amount of money that her parents and her brother sent her was 

insufficient, partly because she liked to go out and enjoy herself. In the course of her studies 

she fell in love with a boy who grew up in a village in the north close to hers, and was then 

working as a lecturer in the Weizmann Institute. They became engaged and the following two 

months were among the happiest in R's life. However, at this point her mother intervened and 

forced her to separate from the boy, on the grounds that he doesn't visit them enough. R. tried 

to get her mother to change her mind, argued and fought with her, explained that he is a good 

person and asked for another chance, but to no avail. Her parents threatened that if she didn't 

leave him, they would terminate her studies. So she broke off the engagement. Her fiancé 

went abroad, and R's fellow students thought that possibly the fiancé had abandoned her 

because she had become pregnant. Others disagreed, because, according to M., R. and the 

boy continued to maintain telephone contact. 



 When summer arrived, R. seemed happy to have found work in a children's day-care 

center. She wanted to earn money, but even more, her friend says, it seemed that in her 

relationship with the children, R. found the love that was lacking in her life. R's mother, 

however, was unhappy with R's place of work. Possibly she feared that working where she 

did would enable her to meet with her fiancé, or possibly she wanted R. to concentrate 

exclusively on her studies. The parents said they would make up R's lost earnings, but the 

amounts they were prepared to send were insufficient. Once again, R. argued, shouted, cursed 

and cried, but her parents didn't budge and she left the job. At this stage, R. was left without 

love, without work, and in conflict with her family. Her brothers also opposed her, and her 

sisters, who could have fulfilled the maternal role, offered no assistance. 

 R. started the new academic year at Ben-Gurion University in Be'er Sheva and lived 

there together with two friends. Her mood, however, changed for the worse. She looked very 

sad, and her previous vivaciousness had vanished. Her birthday was in April. She went north 

to visit her family, saw all her relatives and friends, and a couple of days later returned to her 

apartment in Be'er Sheva. Two days later, one of her friends came home and found R. 

hanging by a rope. The friend fainted from shock, and when she came round she called R's 

brother, who lives in the area. R. had left a letter, which the brother took without showing it 

to R's friends. 

Student A: How did the mother react? 

M: She has been in mourning since then, and doesn't go to weddings. 

Student B: Had R. ever tried to take her life in the past? 

M: Yes. Once she told a boy she studied with that she had tried to kill herself by lying on the 

road, but failed. 

Student C: Why didn't he tell her parents? 

M: He thought she was joking. 

Student D: How did the father deal with the mother's refusal to let R. get married and to 

work? 

M: The father is an unsophisticated, shallow and stubborn person who wouldn't be capable of 

persuading the mother. 

Student E: What role did the brothers and sisters play? 

M: They also couldn't influence the mother because she is so domineering and decides 

everything.  



 The mood in the class was sad and the students refrained from casting blame. Some 

thought that if the brother kept the contents of the letter hidden, it must contain accusations 

against the mother and the family. All the women in the class were opposed to R's 

capitulation to the mother regarding her fiancé. Only one religious woman claimed that R. 

had had no choice. 

Lecturer: It seems that R. yearned for contact with her mother. She looked for alternative 

relationships – a husband or contact with children – and her mother prevented them. Her 

brothers and sisters, who could have provided support at such difficult times, also didn't come 

to her assistance. What helps to contain a person in difficult times is human contact, which 

seems to have been missing in R's world. What is interesting in this case, I think, is your 

reaction. You don't blame the parents for their daughter's suicide. You accept the mother's 

controlling behavior and the father's lack of sophistication and stubbornness as ordained from 

above. It's true that you opposed R's capitulation to her mother in the case of the fiancé, but 

you placed no responsibility or blame on the mother. Does this say something about your 

relationships with your parents? Are you also saying how impossible you feel it is to alter 

circumstances and that the individual cannot take his fate into his own hands? This would be 

a type of fatalistic approach that says that everything is in God's hands, so there is no point in 

getting angry. It also seems to me that the vague quality of the story in which the facts are 

unclear and in which legend and reality are intermingled, as happens in some of the cases you 

have presented, also contributes to the inability to rebel against the parents and to be critical 

of them. My impression is that you are actually protecting your own parents and their honor 

against any attack. 

 

 

96.  It's good to die with my mother 

 

Today Y. told us about twenty-eight-years-old A., the eldest daughter in a family of four girls 

and a boy. She is unmarried and has been living alone for the past four years in a house next 

to her family, while her siblings continue to live at home. A. is like the classic "old maid", 

and this can be seen in her appearance, clothes, way of speaking and behavior. When she was 

ten years old her mother died of cancer after three years of suffering. The mother, says Y., 

was a warm and loving woman, very attached to her children, and the family functioned 

perfectly normally. During the mother's illness, and especially following her death, the 



family's situation deteriorated. The father, who worked as a hired laborer, tried very hard to 

take care of his children with the temporary help he received from his family, but this proved 

insufficient. About two months after the mother's death, the father remarried in the hope of 

rehabilitating his family. His late wife's family told the children how bad and irresponsible 

their father was, because he chose to get married so soon after his wife's death. According to 

Y., these and other comments exacerbated the family's deterioration. A. was involved in 

many arguments with the second wife, a strong and controlling woman. The father tried to 

exert some control over his wife, but without success, and he thus began to spend more time 

at work than at home. As the tension between A. and her stepmother mounted, A. underwent 

a complete transformation; she became quieter on the whole but there were angry outbursts. 

She also started stuttering and her school performance declined. Her relationships with her 

siblings, who managed to get on with their stepmother better than she, also deteriorated. At 

some point the father took A. to a speech therapist, but for some reason the treatment was 

discontinued. In tenth grade she left school. A few nights a week she would sleep over at the 

home of one of her aunts, and felt hurt that no one tried to find out where she was. Two years 

later she decided to resume her studies. She flitted from course to course but found them too 

difficult and dropped out. Today she spends much of her time at the labor bureau, where she 

sits, playing nervously with her hair, and in fact has never really managed to work anywhere 

on a regular basis. A few years ago A. got engaged, but later she and her fiancé decided to 

separate because of incompatibility. In the past few years her stuttering has decreased, she 

has made friends, and she has started praying a lot.  

Y. wants to know: 

1. How can A. be helped to stop stuttering? 

2. How can she be persuaded to accept the reality that her father can't help her and 

that she should return home? 

3. How can her life be made easier and more effective? 

      One student suggested getting the whole family together in order to arrange for A's return 

home. It's not possible, he added, for a girl who lives alone to get married, because the groom 

can't enter a home in which the parents are not present, not to mention the prohibition on 

inviting men to her home. Others said that the father must hate her if he lets her live alone 

like this. Y. said that her father organized the apartment for her. He doesn't hate her, but also 

doesn't want any problems with his wife. Y. told us that she had often suggested to A. that 



she return home, saying that it was unacceptable in their society for a young woman to live 

alone, but A. refused. 

 For a while A. worked as an assistant in a kindergarten. Her boss wanted her to clean 

the toilets, but A. refused and was fired. She looks weak but is actually very stubborn, Y. 

added. Some students said that A. has a domineering character and will not be able to get on 

with her stepmother. Others expressed the view that the stepmother probably imposed many 

tasks on A. as the oldest daughter and she was unable to cope with the burden. I added that 

had A's relationship with her stepmother been better, it would have been easier for her to 

accept authority, whether the authority of the kindergarten teacher or of other figures she is 

likely to encounter later in life, without always having to get into arguments.  

 Y. feels that the strengthening of A's religious belief has made her feel calmer and more 

secure. Others said that because her living alone is suspect, the attachment to religion 

preserves her good name.  

 During the discussion, Y. told us that A. feels it is sometimes not worth carrying on 

living and that "it's good to die together with my mother". I thought about A's aging 

appearance and that very possibly she didn't want to continue living after her mother's death. 

It is clear that A. is depressed and very much misses her mother. From age ten, she ceased to 

build a life for herself. She got nowhere in studies, in work and in marriage – and all that 

remained for her were her longings for her mother and for the period they were together. She 

is still mourning for her mother. 

 We also discussed A's role as the oldest daughter dedicated to preserving the memory 

of her mother at the same time as her father is remarrying, and whose younger siblings 

remember their mother less and are more accepting of their new mother. Possibly she feels 

that starting a new life, finding work and marrying is in a sense a betrayal of her mother. She 

seems to feel that she is her mother's memorial candle, one of the students said, adding that 

she probably feels like a candle that will soon be extinguished. The stuttering, I explained to 

them, the difficulty of getting the words out, can sometimes be understood as  pent up 

aggression that is trying to release itself. Also, in the case of ongoing mourning, depression is 

often simply anger turned against oneself. I recommended to Y. that she ask A. to tell her a 

little about her mother and the relationship she had with her, to ask her if she misses her 

mother, and to help her to understand that she might be stuck in the past, still in the in 

mourning process, and that she may be finding it difficult to separate from her mother and to 

start a new life. I also recommended that A. should seek therapy to help her deal with the 



many issues that have come up. For example, improving her ability to express anger might 

help her to extricate herself from the state of mourning, and even help with the stuttering. A. 

will then be able to decide where she wishes to live and clarify for herself what is preventing 

her from finding work and from finding a husband.  

 

 

 

97.  My sister and my boyfriend 

 

H. asked to meet me alone in the cafeteria. My story began about four years ago, she said, 

when I was eighteen. I am the oldest daughter and I have two sisters and three brothers. I was 

a first year student in the college at the time and I was romantically involved with a boy from 

my village, K., who loved me very much. His love expressed itself in the way he spoke and in 

the help he gave me with my lessons, and I thought about him the whole time. This was the 

first time that anyone had ever told me he loves me, that he wants to have a relationship and 

get engaged to me. I was young, both in age and in experience; I was even afraid to sleep at 

the college away from home. About six months later I felt that I didn't love him any more. I 

told him that I didn't want to continue the romantic relationship, but that I was prepared to 

continue being friends. K. got angry and said, "What, you're making fun of me?!" We 

separated, but later he came back and said that he was willing for us to be just friends. 

 During the time that I was seeing K., a relative of mine, S., would phone me. I thought 

he was phoning only because he was a relative, but K. said that it was because of S. that I 

didn't want him. And indeed, S. told me he heard that I had separated from K. and that he 

wants to be in contact with me. I refused because I wanted to concentrate on my studies and I 

also feared that K. would feel that I left him for S. But S. continued calling me as a friend, 

and suddenly I felt that I loved him. A relationship developed between us which I kept secret, 

because I didn't want K. to think that S. was the reason I left him. For the next couple of years 

K. asked me several times to come back to him. In the third year of my studies K. came up to 

me in the student residence and said, "H. I still love you and I want us to be together again. I 

haven't been able to have a relationship with anyone else." I told him the truth, that I have 

been having a serious relationship with a good boy who I love, and that I am getting engaged 

in five months time. I felt that he was surprised and angry. At the end, though, he laughed. I 

also wanted to tell him that I hadn't been unfaithful to him, but he didn't want to listen and he 



left. Three months later I saw K again at the student residence, and I said to him jokingly, "so 

K., are you seeing anyone?". I wanted him to have a relationship with someone, so that he 

would forget me. He replied, "Do you want to know who it is?" I said yes. He said that I 

know her. "Who is it?" I asked, and he said, "H. …I'm really sorry… I can end the 

relationship with her if you'll come back to me." I was shocked, and suddenly he said to me, 

"it's your sister!". "What are you saying?" I said. "How can you hurt my sister? How can you 

love my sister when you still love me?" He was talking about my sister who is two years 

younger than me. He told me that they have been in contact for about six months, but just 

four months ago he had come to me and told me that he still loves me. I was furious, I burst 

into tears, and felt that my whole world had collapsed. Then I slapped him and told him to go 

away. He shouted that no one would make fun of him. He still thinks that I was laughing at 

him and that I was unfaithful to him. I cried for a long time. Why of all the girls in the world 

did he have to choose my sister? K. also went to my fiancé, S., and told him all kinds of lies 

about me in order to harm our relationship, but he didn't succeed. What about my sister…? I 

wanted to warn her about him, to tell her that he doesn't love her, and that what he is doing is 

simply taking revenge on me because he thinks that I was unfaithful to him. I was most 

surprised to find out that my sister knows that K. and I had had a relationship. I couldn't 

understand how knowing that, she could become involved with him. K. told her that it was he 

who broke off our relationship. I explained to my sister that he wants to get engaged to her 

and that afterwards he will get rid of her only in order to hurt me. It's not possible, I said to 

her, for him to love me and at the same time to get involved in a relationship with you. My 

sister said that I am lying, that I still want him and that I am jealous of her. I asked my 

parents to intervene, but they are afraid that if they don't allow her to be in contact with K., 

she will run away with him. She tells them that she has left him, but I hear from everyone that 

they are together. People say to her, how can you be with someone who loved your sister… 

Now I've also lost my sister who doesn't speak to me or to my fiancé.  

 Yes, he succeeded in hurting me. He has spoiled my relationship with my sister, but I 

love my sister and I don't want him to hurt her. I want to tell my sister that you can find a 

husband any time, but not a sister. I really love her and don't want to lose her. Tell me, she 

asks, what can I do to separate them so that I won't lose my sister. My sister claims that I am 

more loved at home than she, so maybe this is why she is doing this to me. I had a close 

relationship with K. We kissed, and now he is telling her everything that he told me. How 



will I be able to enter their home. Everyone will be looking at me knowing that I don't feel 

comfortable. I can't sit next to him and look at him. 

 I gave her my opinion, which is that she cannot prevent her sister from having this 

relationship that has already been going on for more than six months. Her sister is an adult 

woman, she is her own boss and makes her own decisions. H. was taken aback by my 

reaction, because she was sure I would come up with a strategy for separating them. I told her 

that it didn't seem to me that the long relationship between K. and her sister was motivated by 

a desire on his part to take revenge on her. Had this been the case, they would have separated 

long ago. I raised the possibility that if he once loved her and now loves her sister, maybe he 

feels attached to her family and wants to be more involved in it. H. felt that my comments 

enabled her to see K's relationship with her sister in a positive light. When I reminded her 

that she is the oldest daughter and that she has to act logically so as not to lose her sister, she 

seemed to heed my advice. Regarding H's fear that she would be unable to be in contact with 

K. because others would look at them and say that they once had had a relationship, I told her 

that other people could think and say what they want, but that she should do what is right for 

her without any fear. I reminded her that this principle has accompanied us throughout the 

year in the various case studies that have been presented. 

 H. concluded our discussion as follows: this meeting has helped me understand that I 

can't make a decision for my sister and that I have to let time take its course. Maybe the day 

will come when we can forgive and forget.   

 

 

98.  Marriage between a Muslim and a Christian  

 

A. is five years older than I am, said S., her voice quivering, telling us about her sister, and 

how close they always were. She fell in love with a boy and the relationship continued for 

twelve years. They didn't get married because the boy's parents didn't want her. Later, when 

she was thirty years old, she fell in love with a Christian, a wonderful man who loves her 

very much. He asked for her hand in marriage, but because my parents are Muslims, they 

adamantly refused. The man converted to Islam, but even this did not satisfy my parents. My 

sister is strong and stubborn, and she decided to marry him despite their objections. She stood 

there at the ceremony in her bridal dress and my parents weren't present. Now our parents 

refuse to accept her and her husband and have severed all contact with them. We are four 



sisters and two brothers, and we all maintain contact with A. A. was closer to our father, but 

our mother is the one who makes the decisions, and it is she who ultimately controls the 

whole family. S. tells us that she feels very alone, and really misses her sister and the close 

relationship they once had. Even though I meet her secretly, she says, it's difficult and it 

really hurts me inside. S. asks what she can do to reestablish the contact between A. and her 

parents. 

Student A: What's her relationship like with her husband's parents? 

S: Excellent. They love her very much. 

Student B: I believe in luck and fate. It's her luck, and it can also change. 

Student C: We are a conservative Arab society and everyone wants to know what the others 

are up to. 

Student D: But she married according to the Islamic tradition, so what's the problem? 

Student E: How did the man's parents react when he converted to Islam? 

S: They said they are also willing to convert. The whole family was prepared to convert if 

this would pave the way for my parents to accept them. 

Student F: She has a substitute. From now on her husband's family will be her family. 

Student G: Maybe the brothers, the sisters and the relatives could try to mediate. 

S: We tried, but it didn't help. 

Student H: Maybe when they have children your parents will accept them? 

S: This is what my sister says as well, that our parents will feel differently then. 

Student I: It's difficult for the parents to get out of the corner they have painted themselves 

into. They don't want to go back on their word. After all, they said that if she got married, 

they wouldn't accept her. 

 It was difficult for me to see a daughter chasing after her parents in the hope that they 

would take her back, to hear the way she begs them, and how they don't respond. What do 

they want? Do they want her to remain unmarried? Do we have here a sadistic game of pride? 

S. said that in their society bad is sometimes good, while good – marrying someone you love 

– is bad. There's no alternative, she added, but to let time take its course. I replied that had it 

happened to me, I would have been the one to sever contact with my parents, take the 

responsibility on myself and build a life with my new family. I said this in order to illuminate 

another option, and also on the understanding that this is an intellectual exercise that presents 

another alternative, one that might not necessarily resonate emotionally for A. I also thought 

about S. who has already reached the age of twenty-five and is still afraid of disobeying her 



parents and meeting openly with A. I said for the umpteenth time how difficult it is in S. and 

A's traditional society to do what is so acceptable in Western society – to rebel against one's 

parents. Admittedly, A. has come a long way by marrying the man of her choice against her 

parents' wishes, but she still has not completed the road to emotional independence by 

unequivocally declaring that anyone who doesn't accept her and her husband is the one with a 

problem. S. concluded the discussion with a sober view of reality: my sister will continue to 

wait in the hope that a miracle will happen.  

 

 

99.  A hungry person needs food and not someone to reflect his feelings 

 

A. asked to meet with me privately. He is twenty-eight years old, married with three small 

children, and says that football used to be his whole life. I'm a gifted football player, he says, 

but my father would switch off the television when I wanted to watch games in order to make 

sure that I wouldn't realize my dream. When I received an invitation to play for the Israeli 

national team, he tore it up and demanded that I study medicine or law.  

 A. is the oldest child in the family and has two sisters and a brother. His father is an 

ophthalmologist and all his uncles have an academic education. Because A. was not accepted 

to law school in Israel, he went to study in Bulgaria, because, he says, many people from his 

village and from neighboring villages were studying there. He completed his studies 

successfully, returned to Israel, did his internship, passed the qualifying examinations and 

obtained a license to practice law. He admits, however, that he doesn't enjoy the profession. 

The only thing I enjoy is football, he says, and maybe that's the reason for the failure of the 

legal firm I opened. Why didn't you study medicine, like your father? I asked. He replied that 

his father was wary about recommending that he study medicine in case he didn't succeed, 

and would then blame him. But if I were a doctor today, he adds, I would be rich and happy. I 

am glad I went to study in Bulgaria though, because I wanted to get away from my father. 

When I returned I tried to work for a while in a law firm but it didn't work out. Working 

under a boss isn't for me. I also tried to work with a relative, but I quickly discovered that he 

was dishonest and we didn't get along. Now I get to the part that hurt me the most, says A. 

My father's brother is an important person on the council of our village. All the young 

lawyers get cases from him, but he didn't refer a single case to me in all the ten years. I'm 

ashamed to look people in the eye in case they ask me how things are going at work. My 



father is angry with his brother but it doesn't help. Why doesn't your uncle want to give you 

work? I ask. He says he doesn't know.  

 Listening to how much A. at age twenty-eight is still preoccupied with the conflict he 

has with his father, with his boss at work and with his uncle's authority, I also recall how in 

class he also comes and goes, doesn't hand in work on time and always has excuses. Yes, 

even with me he has a conflict. His mother suggested to him that he study special education 

because there is always work in that field, and he is doing this at present, but, he adds, if one's 

dream hasn't been fulfilled, it's all a waste of time. At some point, he says, I went to Jordan in 

order to put pressure on my uncle. My parents told him that I wouldn't return unless I found 

work. They wanted him to feel sorry for me, but it made no difference.  

 At the end of the discussion A. wrote to me: "I spoke to Dr. Ofer about my pain and 

how I can't forget the suffering my uncle caused me, which led me to change professions. 

Since the discussion with Dr. Ofer, everything has changed for the better. He encouraged me 

and told me to choose a new direction with a feeling of hope. In light of these 

recommendations, I drew the necessary conclusions and decided to change, to concentrate on 

my special education studies, and pass the examinations. In this way my self-confidence will 

grow and armed with my new successes I'll set out on a new road." 

 A. seems to have made a temporary idealized image out of me, and at the first 

opportunity he will probably become disappointed in me, just as he has been disappointed by 

many other authority figures in his life. My impression is that A. is far more dependent than 

other people I have encountered in traditional society. Nevertheless, this case enables us to 

understand how different counseling or therapeutic intervention in traditional society is from 

therapeutic intervention in modern Western society. A person in Western society can be very 

angry with his parents and other authority figures, but he know that he has to be independent 

and stand on his own two feet. His dependency is usually expressed more in the way he 

thinks than in reality. In other words, he generally won't expect, as A. does, that his family 

will arrange everything for him. A., on the other hand, expects his environment to take 

responsibility for him in the most concrete manner, and when this doesn't happen, he is left 

feeling disappointed and full of complaints. In A's society, collective responsibility is indeed 

the norm. It would thus be inappropriate to talk to A. about taking responsibility for himself 

and looking after himself outside the context of his family, because he has not been socialized 

in this direction. In order to help A. we need to invite his family, possibly even his extended 

family, get them to settle their differences and encourage them to take care of him. When we 



treat an adult in individual society, it is usually sufficient to work with him alone, and to 

facilitate the emergence of his projections and his anger against the environment, which can 

then be dealt with. In A's case however, similar to many cases in traditional society, we are 

not discussing projections, but rather reality. Someone in Western society could talk about 

how in his fantasies his father will help him, but A. expects this in a completely concrete 

manner. Any attempt to speak to him as one would to a person in Western society and say to 

him, "you feel disappointed that no one is helping you", is like reflecting to a hungry person 

that he is hungry. A hungry person needs food, not a reflection of his feelings. A. too needs 

concrete help. In this sense, working with A. is like working therapeutically with children in 

Western society where the parents are part of the therapy, because the children are not 

expected to be independent. In light of this, I took the preventive step of answering A. that I 

was not at all sure I had helped him to such a great extent, and that in my humble opinion, he 

and his family need to talk to an authoritative therapist who is experienced in working in 

traditional society. I said I was skeptical if any real change could take place in A's life. 

 

 

100.  You are worthy of a boy who will love you – and I thought I was that boy 

 

Today S. told me in a private discussion in the cafeteria about an incident that happened to 

her when she was an undergraduate student. A friend approached her and told her that the 

lecturer had agreed that they could do a joint project for his course. I didn't really believe her, 

S. said. Afterwards she told me that it isn't actually necessary to obtain the lecturer's 

agreement. I knew that we had to present this project individually, but she pressured me and 

in the end we presented the project together.  

 The lecturer failed us both by dividing the grade in half. I explained to him how my 

friend had persuaded me to present the work together. My friend lied to him and denied what 

she had told me. The lecturer, however believed me, disqualified my friend's project, and told 

me to present the project again. Since then I'm not in contact with this friend, and I also 

learned a lesson not to believe people. 

 I asked S. to tell me a little about herself and her family. I'm twenty-four and we are 

eight sisters and three brothers, she said. I am among the youngest. Six of my sisters are 

educated and married and my brothers are also educated. One of them is a lawyer who doesn't 

want to leave the big city and come back to the village. How should I have behaved in this 



situation? she asks. I like to help, but I have lost my belief in people. My parents ("they're 

amazing") managed to support and raise eleven children. I can't imagine better parents. I get 

everything I want. Now I'm the oldest daughter at home and I do almost everything, even 

more than my mother, and ours is a happy home. But it's difficult for me to say "no" to my 

mother. The truth is that I am scared of people, and am also scared of getting hurt in a new 

relationship. My friends are mostly my sisters. S. says that she's always smiling, which is 

indeed how she looks, but that inside her she has sadness and pain. Once she sent someone 

some study material and he said to her "you're really special". 

 In my last year of studies at the university I met a boy in one of the courses, she says. 

Afterwards we talked on Messenger for about a year without meeting. He's about thirty years 

old. I liked talking to him and I had feelings for him, and he liked me. He wanted us to move 

on to a more serious relationship. He insisted and didn't give up, but I was scared and kept  

my distance from him. To this day I remember what he told me: "Listen, S., I love you and 

I'm sure that you love me. There is no reason for you to be afraid. Think well before you 

make any decision." I cut off contact and my heart was filled with pain. I'm sorry I didn't ask 

my mother for her advice, because I'm sure she would have helped me. But I was scared. 

About a month later we talked again on Messenger and he told me he had got engaged to an 

eighteen-year-old girl. He wasn't happy with the relationship, but said that his family had put 

pressure on him. He wanted to check again whether I had changed my mind. I said to him, "I 

wish you everything of the best for your life and may you succeed." He said that he also 

wishes me success: "You are worthy of a boy who will love you, and I thought I was that 

boy." S. summed up her thoughts: "Next time I shouldn't be afraid to consult with my parents. 

Because of the fear I am losing so much." I could only agree with the very practical 

conclusion that S. had reached on her own. The following are some of my thoughts that I 

chose to share with S: In families with many children there are often children who accept 

roles that are good for the family but not for them. These children actually pay the price of 

being part of a large family. In this case, S's role is to please others and to make sure that 

things run smoothly for them. This is how she behaved with her friend. She agreed to work 

with her on the project even though she knew her friend was lying to her. She didn't even 

check with the lecturer, possibly because she didn't want to cause any unpleasantness. 

Clearly, her lack of belief in people didn't begin at that point as S. claims. On the contrary, 

her difficulty in clarifying with the lecturer what he wanted was a result of her need to please, 

a need that she brought from her family. At home she is happy that she is providing for the 



others, and when someone said to her "you're really special", this was for her confirmation 

that she exists and that she has worth. From what she told me, saying "no" and sticking to her 

guns doesn't seem to be part of her repertoire. Thus when the boy asked for her hand in 

marriage and she had to think what she wanted and what was appropriate for her, she couldn't 

do it. Even in a traditional family she could have spoken to her parents about this, but she was 

embarrassed and didn't feel good about doing so. After all, her role is to satisfy others and not 

to ask them embarrassing questions, questions that might force them to answer negatively and 

cause unpleasantness. Thus she lost the boy without finding out what her mother thought. 

Yes, though S. talks about the pain she feels inside behind the smile without going into 

details, she knows what she is talking about. It's no wonder that all her friends are family 

members and that she is not open to a new relationship, because she is scared of getting hurt. 

But where does the fear of getting hurt come from if not from her family? During the 

discussion she was also suspicious of me and didn't trust me. At least, that is what I felt. S. 

has taken upon herself the role of mother in her family and lives like a bird in a gilded cage 

from which it is difficult to extricate herself. After all, everyone needs her so much and how 

can she think of disappointing them by taking care of  herself and getting married. For S. it is 

unclear why she is frightened of people and why she doesn't have friends. Her parents, she 

says, are simply marvelous and give her everything she wants. She can only conclude that the 

problem is hers. 

 This is often how things are in large families when one of the children is stuck in a rigid 

role. 

 

 

101.  The son who found his mother 

 

G. wanted to tell me her story in the cafeteria. There are people in the class who know the 

people involved, she says, so I would prefer privacy. H. is a relative of mine, a twenty-two-

year-old good looking and bright boy. His parents divorced when he was seven months old; 

his mother abandoned him and hasn't seen him since. His father remarried, but the stepmother 

treated H. badly and preferred the children born from her marriage to H's father. H. is a good 

boy, says G., everyone loves him – his step-brothers, uncles, everyone. I  also am close to 

him. When he grew up he decided to search for his biological mother. He found her in a 

neighboring village living with and taking care of her mother, H's grandmother. Surprisingly, 



the relationship between H. and his mother flourished. H's dream was to build a home and 

bring his mother to live there. He goes around with a photograph of her and talks about her 

constantly. The grandmother, however, is very controlling. She doesn't want her daughter to 

leave her and to stop taking care of her, even though H's uncles on both his mother's and his 

father's side as well as the grandmother's husband think that the H's mother should have a life 

of her own. No one, however, will dare disobey the grandmother. Initially the mother asked 

the grandmother's permission to see her son. She agreed, but later changed her mind. G. says 

that everyone in the family is terrified of the grandmother, and that in fact she is the man in 

the family. 

 I listened to G. and heard the extent to which she doesn't believe that anyone could ever 

disobey the grandmother or escape from her clutches. I told her that it is the family that grants 

the grandmother power, and that if her children and her husband don't give it to her, she won't 

have it. G. agrees, but despite this continues to ask me for a solution from outside, in other 

words, a suggestion that will enable H. to reunite with his biological mother. But I, a product 

of Western society, don't particularly believe in forced manipulations from outside. I believe 

that the decision to leave her mother and go to live with her son should be the mother's, and I 

believe in her freedom to choose and decide. G. persists in thinking that it is impossible to 

stand up to the grandmother. She is searching for a way of arranging things from outside but 

is not succeeding. I remind her that this mother abandoned her son when he was seven 

months old and didn't want to see him all the years. The grandmother didn't allow her to see 

him, she says. She wanted her daughter's national insurance money. Again I hear something 

that I find so difficult to accept, namely that some adults are "spineless", while others are so 

powerful that nobody can stand up to them. Here the whole family is frightened of the 

grandmother. Suddenly G. comes up with a solution that absolves the mother from the need 

to take responsibility and decide. She thinks that if no other idea comes up, all that remains is 

to wait until the grandmother dies. I warn G. not to have any illusions. H. is liable to build 

castles in the air because he so much wants to have his mother back, but it might be unwise to 

rely on this mother who abandoned him and who is so dependent on her own mother. This 

time G. agreed. She concluded the discussion by saying that H. should build his own life and 

his future family, not with his mother, but alongside her. He shouldn't sever contact after 

having found her, but also not expect that they will live together again. 

 In traditional society conflicts are usually interpersonal and not intrapersonal. H. is 

searching for his mother and wants to get her back. It is hard for him to contain the sadness 



that derives from the fact that his mother is not cooperating with his wish. Containing the 

sadness is the ability to look inward and not only outward, and to understand that one can't 

get everything one wants. The same applies to the mother who is dependent on the 

grandmother, and we have not heard a word about what she wants. Her conflict is also 

between her and her own mother and not within herself. We hear that the whole family is 

scared of the grandmother. They too are motivated by an interpersonal conflict, and not by an 

inner assessment of what is appropriate and correct. The grandmother, of course, has no 

doubts about her behavior, but neither does G. She asks me for a solution to the problem. She 

too finds it difficult to conceive that the people involved could possibly exercise internal 

control, that is, make their own decisions. She, like many in her society, is trying to shape the 

world from outside with the help of manipulations, and not from a position within which the 

characters have the ability to choose. My student G. also does not engage in introspection, 

nor does she attempt to weigh up the issues. How then can she promote this capacity in 

others? We are thus witnesses to a world in which one person activates another or is activated 

by another, and is not motivated by his own inner strength. The drama in traditional society is 

thus conducted more between people than within them. 

 

 

102.  Dependency doesn't end, it is only replaced 

 

G. is a twenty-seven-year-old teacher who lives with her mother and her twenty-three-year-

old mentally disabled brother. Their father is no longer alive. G's mother wants her to take 

care of her disabled brother whom she removed from the institution he was in, in order to 

obtain his national insurance payments, as well as to use the income she earns from her work 

as a teacher. G. has a thirty-year-old sister, an academic, who doesn't live at home and whom 

the mother is closer to and helps financially more than she helps G. G's father died when she 

was three years old. For about five years the family lived with the mother's brother in a 

situation in which the children were deprived relative to the uncle's children. The brother 

refused to allow his twenty-five-year-old sister to leave the home, because she was a widow. 

The mother, for her part, used to beat G. Finally the mother took her three children and 

moved to a home of her own. The class heard this story from A., a friend of G. The mother is 

so scary, she says, that even I am afraid of her and she once even threatened me. She curses 

and beats her daughter even when G. is asleep, and always insists that she take care of her 



brother while the mother is out enjoying herself or going on trips. Even G's uncles hate the 

mother. G. finds herself alone facing the coalition of her sister and her mother. When she was 

in tenth grade, the mother took her to a gynecologist because she believed she was sleeping 

with someone. The class seemed shocked by the mother's behavior.  

 About five years ago, G. met a boy she would like to marry, but the mother is making 

every effort the thwart the plans so that she won't leave home. The mother phones the boy 

and his parents and tells them bad things about her daughter. She tries to cause mischief 

between G. and her friends and tells them lies about her. The mother also tells G. things that 

her friends have supposedly said about her. A few times she has gone to the school where G. 

teaches and has embarrassed her.  

 One of the students could no longer restrain herself and said that we had to hear the 

mother's side. I said we are not a court of law, and that even in therapy we usually hear only 

the client and don't examine whether what he had told us is objectively true, because you 

can't argue with feelings and feelings are all we have to work with. G. has tried to leave home 

several times with the help of her friends, A. continues, but ultimately she always returns. G. 

says that without her friends' support she would already have committed suicide. 

 A discussion developed in the class about what G. should do in order to get married. 

The mother probably won't give permission for her to get married and G. has to have this 

authorization. In this case, someone said, an uncle's authorization is sufficient. If she doesn't 

obtain her uncle's authorization, another student said, her friends together can help. Someone 

suggested a reconciliation ceremony, someone else that G. should simply go up to her mother 

and embrace her. She's tried everything, says A., and there's no chance. When we return to 

the subject of the wedding, A. gets carried away and says that she is already prepared to be 

the bridesmaid, so keen is she to help her friend. Someone else said that this mother is 

dangerous and is liable to harm her daughter should she leave home. The students agreed that 

G. has to separate from her mother, but they don't seem to believe she has the strength to do 

so. I speak about the symptom of the battered child who runs to the abusive parent for 

consolation, and finds it difficult to separate and become independent. Someone said that 

getting married is not necessarily a solution, because even after the wedding she could remain 

tied to her mother. I too think that in this case serious long-term intervention might be 

necessary in order to help G. to free herself from her mother and from the sadomasochistic 

relationship to which she keeps returning. G. says she is scared of God when her mother gets 

angry with her, and I comment how interesting it is that ultimately it is the victim who is 



afraid of God and not the aggressor, and I describe the deep fear that G's mother has instilled 

in her from a young age. Sometimes this is mistakenly called respect, but it's simply 

exploitation. A. says that G. once went for therapy and the therapist wanted to invite the 

mother who refused, saying that her daughter is simply abnormal and needs treatment. I 

understood why the therapist chose to invite the mother of an adult woman, something that 

would be unusual in the treatment of a Western client. He obviously hoped that the mother 

would allow her daughter to separate, which didn't happen.  

 A few weeks after the case presentation, A. told the class that with the help of her 

friends, G. had moved to her own apartment. She and her boyfriend are planning to get 

engaged, and this time it seems more likely to happen. All that was left for me was to again 

acknowledge that the solutions offered by the culture, in this case the friends' help, are 

sometimes more appropriate than long-term therapy. G., it seems, will not become an 

independent woman, something that Western-style long-term therapy might have been able to 

bring about. She also doesn't need it. If she succeeds in replacing pathological dependence on 

her mother with healthy dependence on her husband and her friends, from her perspective 

this will be an impressive gain that is appropriate to collective society.  

 

 

103.  From childhood to adulthood – in one leap 

 

N. is twenty-one years old, the eldest of five children. She tells the class that a few months 

ago she got engaged to a thirty-three-year-old dental technician. At the engagement party she 

wore a beautiful ring he had bought her. They love each other very much but are in no hurry 

to get married, even though the parents are pressuring them to do so within the next two or 

three months. I want to get married only next spring, in a year's time, she says. I'm still 

studying, and generally I'm not yet ready to "establish a home". Her aunt acts as a chaperone 

and gives them no privacy, always hovering around them. The aunt seems to be envious 

because her daughters are still unmarried. The young couple have ways of eluding her. I'm 

even prepared to forego going out to places with him, says N., but I'm still not ready to get 

married. Her parents are pressuring her because the extended family are pressuring them, 

saying isn't it time N. got married already. She had no problems with her parents in the past, 

but since getting engaged the problems have started. My parents are terrified that I'll go out 



with my fiancé without a ketubah (Jewish prenuptial contract ), she says, and then all the 

neighbors will start to gossip. 

Student A: What does your fiancé want? 

N: He supports me and says that we'll get married whenever I think it's right, that is to say, 

next spring, when I finish my studies. 

Student B: Why didn't you sign a ketubah? 

N: With us it's customary to sign the ketubah a week before the wedding, because if you do it 

earlier and then separate, it's considered as a divorce, which we want to avoid. If we sign a 

ketubah now, rumors will immediately start flying that we have had sex and want to keep it 

secret. 

Student C: You could have signed a ketubah immediately after the engagement, and then you 

would have been more respected for having a husband. 

N: It's true. We didn't think of it. 

Student D: We signed a ketubah, but it didn't help. They didn't let us be together until the 

wedding. 

Student E: Many young people feel uncomfortable during the engagement period until the 

wedding because of the parents' concerns. 

N: My parents love my fiancé and are concerned for me. They are scared we will split up. It's 

also difficult for my aunt because her daughters aren't yet married, so she interferes. 

Student F: So try not to go out a lot until the wedding. 

N: That's what I'm doing. And if we do go out, we take someone from the family with us. The 

main thing is not to get married now. 

Student G: Compromise, get married in the winter. 

N: It's not possible. We're having an outdoor reception which you can't do in winter. Apart 

from that, if we get married now, I'll have to live with my mother-in-law and I don't want to. 

Student H: Why? 

N: We still don't have a home and I don't want to rent an apartment. Emotionally I can't live 

in rental accommodation.  

Student I: These are just excuses. 

N: You're right. They really are excuses, but I just can't think about a wedding. 

 At this stage of the discussion, many of the girls said that this period was also difficult 

for them and that after the wedding they felt much better. They were also scared of being 

married women and of "establishing a home". They gave N. encouragement and said that 



within a few months everything would be behind her, and added that if she feels she is still 

not sufficiently mature to get married, she should be prepared to pay the price and not go out 

with her fiancé until the wedding, and meanwhile not let anyone pressure her to behave 

differently. I remembered how scared I too was of getting married, and how significant this 

decision is for the rest of one's life. I particularly remember thinking: "Will I really be living 

with her my whole life?!" So the fear of getting married exists in all societies. There is little 

doubt, however, that in a society in which divorce is atypical and unacceptable, the fear of 

marriage, which is irreversible, is greater.  

 Apart from this, in traditional-collective societies in which adolescence in the Western 

sense, where the individual separates gradually from his family doesn't exist, the transition 

from childhood to adulthood, as symbolized in the marriage ceremony, is rapid and abrupt. 

The girl becomes a woman and the boy a man, and their social status changes dramatically in 

this coming-of-age ceremony. The girl is obviously afraid of the first night with her husband, 

in which her virginity will be tested. Different traditions exist, from that in which the boy 

shows the bloodstained sheet to his family to prove his wife's virginity, to the celebration in 

which the boy, for whom this is also the first time he has slept with a woman, fires into the air 

to show that he has succeeded in breaking her hymen. It is said about the Bedouin that a 

husband will sometimes slaughter a cat and place its body at his wife's feet to show her what 

her fate will be if she doesn't obey him. There is even a popular story that ultra-Orthodox 

Jews conduct sexual relations through a sheet in order to prevent bodily contact between the 

spouses. Sometimes couples have hardly spoken to each other before the wedding and barely 

know each other, because everything has been arranged for them. Also, the woman is 

expected to become pregnant quickly and produce sons. It is no wonder that N. feels anxious 

about "establishing a home" and would like to delay the wedding. In situations like these, 

problems of sexual dysfunction are widespread because of the great anxiety that envelopes 

the couple. N's classmates did well, I felt, in calming her, in telling her about the difficulties 

they had when they were in her position, and in supporting her and her wish to move forward 

at an appropriate pace for her.  

 

 



104.   Being independent or making war 

 

A. tells me in a whisper in the cafeteria about a longstanding dispute between his father and 

his uncle, his mother's brother. Because of this dispute, A. doesn't visit his uncle's home and 

only meets him at the grandparents or at the homes of other relatives. Quite a few times the 

uncle has invited A. to his home but he doesn't go, knowing it will annoy his father. 

 A. is twenty-five years old, the oldest child in a family of ten siblings, so that the family 

dispute and the issue of loyalty is more pronounced for him than for his siblings. He asked to 

meet me privately in order to hear my opinion about what he could do to solve the problem. 

When I asked him simply whether he couldn't explain to his father that he is an adult and an 

independent person, his condescending smile conveyed his feeling that I simply didn't 

understand. My father's word is very important, he said, and I have to do whatever my father 

says. This is why I have never set foot in my uncle's home, and I'm sure my uncle thinks I 

don't love him. And your brothers and sisters? I ask. My brothers also don't go to the uncle, 

but the girls can go if they want to, because if I were to go, I'd sit with him, whereas if my 

sisters go, they will obviously sit with his wife. When I ask him how his mother feels about 

this, he says that his mother would like him to visit her brother, but she too has to obey the 

father, because "why else is there a man at home?!" She only visits her brother a few times a 

year and no more. The father agrees to this. If she wanted to visit more often, he wouldn't 

allow it. It sometimes happens that the uncle comes to our home, A. says, and then his father 

says he is busy and leaves. Look, he emphasizes, my sisters don't even know where my uncle 

lives and don't know his children, which shows the kind of relationship that exists between 

the two families. Even after I get married, I'll do what my father says, says A., who still 

seemed a bit agitated by the question I had dropped in his lap about being independent. My 

father, even though he has ten children, still listens to my grandfather. No one in the family 

does anything without first asking our grandfather – he's like a mukhtar. Every wedding, 

every argument, every question that arises – my grandfather is always the one who decides. 

For years now, I have been visiting my grandfather every day. I suggested that he approach 

his grandfather on this issue as well. A. laughs. It will make my father angry, he replies. 

When I say to him that it seems he expected a clearer answer from me, he says: I'm not a 

small child, and I know that sometimes the best thing to do is to keep quiet and not make 

trouble. Being independent is making war. I don't want to annoy my father, which is why I 



don't raise the issue at all. I tend not to talk to my father about things that are liable to annoy 

him. He's a good father, gives me everything, and I have to respect him.  

 I thought to myself how for A. maturity implies recognizing the forces at work and 

taking them into account, far more than it means achieving independence. "Now I 

understand," A. concludes the discussion, "that it's impossible to initiate a reconciliation. I'll 

take care of myself and maintain a good relationship with both of them, as I have up to now." 

 A. lives in a society in which attempting to achieve independence, putting one's foot 

down and voicing one's opinion could result in punishment. He has to learn what his 

grandfather thinks, what he likes and wants, and the same goes for his father. These are 

forces greater than him and he has to take them into consideration. His gaze is frequently 

turned outward, because only if he familiarizes himself with the rules of the game and knows 

what each of the authority figures prefers, will he be able to survive. Thus, on the one hand, 

A. feels uncomfortable about the uncle, while on the other he has to obey his father, and he 

has found the golden mean. This is what adult life looks like in traditional-collective society. 

The individual's inability to recognize the forces at work and adapt himself to them, has all 

the characteristics of a child-like stage of development. A. came to me because he saw me as 

an authority figure and thought I might be able to solve the problem. He quickly discovered 

that he had attributed strengths to me that I don't have. He was therefore left with no choice 

but to understand that he himself had already found the optimal solution, a solution that does 

not take place much importance on what A. thinks or wants. But the solution enables A. to 

find his place in a world in which the individual is dominated by forces greater than himself, 

and over which he has no control. 

 

 

105.  Independence is punishment 

 

Twenty-eight-years-old L. asked to meet me privately. He started by telling me about his 

family. His father's parents divorced when his father, their only child, was only a few months 

old, and his father was raised by the grandparents alongside his uncles, and without warmth 

and love. L's grandfather remarried, produced a large family and forgot about his first-born 

son. His grandmother moved to a neighboring village, remarried, had many children and also 

severed contact with her son – L's father. My father, he says, pursued an independent life of 

work and family. He bought land and built a home for us. To this day I feel that I don't have 



grandparents, which hurts me very much. My grandfather is an important figure in the 

village, a religious man who everyone says is good-hearted, but I rarely get to see him, only 

on festivals and at family events. Sometimes a year elapses between meetings. My father gets 

emotional and angry whenever my grandfather's name is mentioned, and the story arouses 

hatred in me towards my extended family. We also don't see my grandmother on my mother's 

side.  

 I'm the firstborn, says L., and have four brothers and four sisters. My mother is a 

housewife and my father is not really a father. He works in a factory, sleeps there sometimes, 

and when he does come home he doesn't relate to me, doesn't treat me as his son. Recently I 

got engaged and I'm also studying. I'm building a home and if I don't finish building within 

two years, I might have to separate from my fiancée because of pressure from her parents. 

My father tells me to "be independent", and doesn't help me financially. But what hurts me 

even more is that he denies me love. I work a few days a week on building sites to pay off my 

debts. Sometimes I don't even have enough money for food or transport, and my father says 

"go out and work, be a man". He never shouts or acts violently; he's calm, kind of indifferent. 

He comes home and doesn't talk. My mother is everything at home, the one who gives 

warmth and love. 

 I want my father to decide for me, to tell me what to do: "You're getting married next 

year. If you manage to finish building your home, that’s fine; if not, I'll help you." Instead of 

that he asks, "when do you want to get married?" In my studies as well, I need my father to 

guide me what to study and where. Even more important to me than the money, is for him to 

ask me how the studies are going. I'm the only one in the family who is studying. All my 

brothers work. L. talks about how much he longs for his father, and for the whole extended 

family, including the father's uncles who raised him and who L. has no contact with. I'm 

depressed, he says. Sometimes I think that death is the solution to all the problems – studies, 

getting engaged, home and money. 

 I asked him who he thinks is to blame for everything that has happened. I hoped to help 

him express some of his anger and free himself from the depression (expressing anger, as we 

know, is the opposite of depression in which anger is turned inward). L. is somewhat angry 

with his grandfather, who, in his opinion, is the cause of everything that happened, rather 

than his father, but immediately adds that nothing will come out of this anger. I told him 

firmly that he has been waiting for years for his father to behave as a father and help him, and 

that this is simply not happening. He looks at me intently and says that he has to stop waiting 



all his life for his father to help him, because this will not occur. He has to pull up his socks, 

take care of himself, and do everything on his own. Nevertheless, he hopes that sometime in 

the future, his father will again be a father.  

 Independence in traditional society is often regarded as punishment and not as the 

developmental achievement that it is in modern society. Only when there is no alternative, as 

in the case of abandonment by a parent, where it is accompanied by deep pain, does the child 

have no choice but to grow towards independence. This is the situation in which L. finds 

himself. In his view, independence is loneliness, an abject and cruel fate that arouses in him 

suicidal thoughts. L. is not only connected to his father, but to the whole extended family, and 

suffers from their lack of concern. He expects his father to instruct him how to study and how 

to go about getting married, and is deeply dependent on him. In traditional society, only when 

there is no alternative and when it is impossible to rehabilitate the family relationship, does 

the option of independence enter the picture. 

 

 

106.  Living the madness 

 

Twenty-five year old M. looks sad and despondent. In a  private discussion he tells me about 

his mentally ill mother who lives one storey below the apartment in which he, his wife and 

his small child live. M's eight brothers and sisters have all married and left home, leaving him 

alone with his mother. He was always the child closest to his mother, and the one who looked 

after her. M's mother was diagnosed as mentally ill even before he was born, so that he never 

knew a different mother. He describes long periods of depression, months in which she lies in 

bed doing nothing, followed by periods of mania ("high") in which she rants and raves, runs 

around frantically, fights with the neighbors, spends money indiscriminately and embarrasses 

the whole family. Sometimes she even comes to the school where he teaches and humiliates 

him. When she is manic she squanders her whole national insurance allowance and then asks 

for more money, and when no one is forthcoming, she throws tantrums. My father no longer 

has any strength, says M. He ignores her and keeps away from home as much as possible. M. 

has no alternative but to chase after her in an attempt to cancel checks and explain the 

situation to people, not all of whom understand. For example, he asked the grocer not to give 

his mother credit above a certain amount. But then his mother started shouting. Because he 

doesn't want to argue with her, he gives her what she wants, and M. lands up paying the 



grocer inordinate amounts. M. also talks about his mother's controlling behavior. She comes 

into their home whenever she wishes, often bringing other people with her. Sometimes she 

deliberately tries to cause him and his wife harm by spreading all sorts of stories about them. 

He feels he can't take it any longer and is on the verge of collapse. 

 I feel I have to help my mother and take care of her health, and that if I don't do it, 

nobody else will, he says. But I also have a family. My wife is on pregnancy bed rest at the 

moment, and I too need warmth and love. In the course of the discussion M. admits that he 

simply can't say "no" to his mother, because then he feels terribly guilty. Meanwhile his wife 

is angry with him for giving all their money to his mother. In short, he says, I'm always at my 

mother's beck and call, and she doesn't even say thank you. 

 I was amazed. Amazed that the family had imposed the task of looking after the mother 

on M alone. I suggested that he talk to the family and propose a more equitable division of 

the load. His reply was that he lives with her and that he is the child who is closest to her. All 

I could do was ponder how unfairly his family was treating him. Later I explained to him that 

his mother probably suffers from manic depression, and that clear and firm limits need to be 

set for her. This would be in her best interests as she would feel protected by these 

boundaries. I sensed his helplessness, and I understood why he didn't want to present the case 

to the whole class. Guilt feelings, he explained to me, prevent him from restraining his 

mother. But she is mentally ill, I explained. M. looked at me, as if he was trying to digest the 

strange new directives, and repeated, "yes, she has to be restrained". I thought how in M's 

traditional society madness is not something that necessitates having to set limits, but rather 

something to which the environment has to adapt. M's role is not to restrain his mother, but to 

live out her madness with her until he can no longer bear it. Granted, in Western society as 

well, having a mentally ill parent is not an experience I would wish on anyone, but in this 

case it seems that the personal price M. pays is higher than what I regard as reasonable. You 

have to limit the amount of money she spends, I said, and you have to speak to the neighbors 

and explain to them that your mother is ill and that there is nothing to be ashamed of. To 

which M. added, "and to explain to them that it's from God." Possibly his mother has a 

medication imbalance, which is why she behaves in the way she does. I explained that his 

mother needs regular medical follow ups. The main thing, I said, is that you have a family of 

your own, a small child and another on the way, and you should invest in them no less than in 

your mother, because they are the future. M. looked at me and said, "the children and the 

family need to be looked after because they are the future, but my mother also needs to be 



helped." He hesitated briefly and continued, "up to now I have caused her harm by not saying 

"no" to her. From now on I will help her and will say "no". 

 In traditional families, because there is no equality between boys and girls and between 

people of different ages, it sometimes happens that one of the children is given a role. As 

long as the family functions reasonably well, no one sees this as a problem. Thus, if one child 

dominates another and no one complains, the family is likely to accept this with equanimity. 

Sometimes parents punish both children involved in an argument, because they upset the 

family tranquility. The parents don't invest in developing a system of order and justice that 

might impart a feeling of equality. For example, if two children argue about who will sit next 

to the window in the car, both of them are liable to be punished. The parent won't try to 

clarify with them who sat there the previous time or who sat there more often, or help them to 

agree between themselves who will sit next to the window the next time. The parent looks at 

the functioning of the family as a whole, and expects the children to serve the family goal and 

not pursue a personal goal. M. too was given a role by his family – to take care of his mother, 

and he fulfills the role unquestioningly. A more equitable division of the burden does not 

resonate with him, because in his view it goes without saying that this is his role, part of his 

personality and his nature. In a similar manner, a girl will not question her different role from 

that of a boy, and the firstborn or the youngest child will, by virtue of his or her special status, 

enjoy preferential treatment in certain matters. For this reason my attempt to encourage M. to 

ask for help from his brothers and sisters in taking care of his mother fell on deaf ears. 

 Madness in traditional society is often not perceived as mental illness with its own 

dynamic that needs to be understood, recognized and dealt with, because the individual is 

seen as part of the family and not as a separate and independent personality. In this case, 

instead of setting limits, the family adapts itself to the individual. This is how the mentally ill 

were regarded in the past, namely as holy people or people with special capabilities, to whom 

the environment adapted itself. M. too adapts himself to his mother's madness in a similar 

manner, all the more so when this involves a parent, who has to be honored. Were M. to 

accept me as an authority figure he may very well obey my directives and say "no" to his 

mother. If he accepts that by doing so he will be helping her and not causing her harm, this 

will certainly help him. It is thus often necessary when treating someone from traditional 

society to be authoritative and provide the person with clear directives.  

 

 



107.  When the group has a monopoly on the truth  

 

I gave up my closest and dearest friend M. because of something that I'm sure she wasn't to 

blame for. I gave her up because of my husband, but I would very much like the friendship to 

continue. Should I talk to her and clarify what happened or leave things as they are? This is 

how H. began her story. 

 After my wedding, she says, my best friend, M., her cousin and three other friends 

came to visit. I had left one of the envelopes from the wedding gifts on the table, which 

contained a greeting and a two-hundred-dollar present from a friend. I went out for a while to 

take one of the friends home, and when I returned, the envelope wasn't there. My friend's 

cousin, who is known to steal from shops, probably stole the envelope. I was also shocked by 

how they had behaved as guests. They had carried on as if they were in their own home, 

sitting and stuffing themselves with food. When I got back I even had to knock on the door 

for them to let me in. 

 My husband suggested that I call my friends and ask them if by any chance they had 

seen where I put the envelope. Maybe someone had put it in her bag by mistake. They told 

me they hadn't seen it. My husband gave me an example from the law court: if someone 

steals something and the others witnessed it and said nothing, it's as if they stole it 

themselves. Also, he said, if a friend does something like this and the other friends know and 

don't say anything, the act definitely tarnishes all of them. 

 Based on what my husband had said, I knew that my relationship with these friends, 

and especially my best friend, would have to end, and this made me very angry. When I even 

mention my best friend's name in front of my husband, this starts a fight because he 

understands that I want our friendship to continue. The truth is that I think about her a lot. 

When I see her on the street I am embarrassed. Fortunately, after the wedding I moved out of 

my village, so I don't see her all that often. But to this day I never explained to her why I 

broke off contact with her. Maybe she didn't steal the money and doesn't know who did, and 

is angry with me that I am implicitly accusing her. 

Student A: Your husband is more important to you than your friend. 

Student B: It doesn't seem to bother your friend that you broke off contact with her, because 

she didn't call to find out how come you suddenly disappeared. This means that she is not a 

good friend. 



Student C: It's your friend's responsibility if she brings her thieving cousin into your home. 

This is not how a friend should behave. 

Student D: In my opinion, you have to talk to your friend and put everything on the table. 

Student E: It seems that what hurt you most was not the missing money, but the trust that was 

broken. You allowed your friends to be in your home without you, you trusted them. 

H: My husband doesn't object to my having other friends, but not her. Your reactions 

strengthen my resolve to stick to what my husband says and to forget my friend. For me my 

husband is a friend, a father, a husband and a brother, and it is he I will spend the rest of my 

life with. Apart from that, I get close to people who care about me and I keep away from 

those who don't care. 

Lecturer: It seems to me, as one of you said, that as long as you don't call your friend or the 

others and tell them what happened, and ask them directly if they know anything, you will 

never know what really happened. You seem to be very attached to this friend and even 

dependent on her, and therefore you don't feel comfortable about contacting her and asking 

her a question that could sound as if you are accusing her. What you are saying is "anything 

but a confrontation". In the same way, it seems that you are dependent on your husband and 

you accept his decision about your friends. I suggest that you think more about what is right 

for you, H., and not what is right for your friend or your husband. H. chooses to live in a 

twilight zone, in a world in which her inner truth is unclear to her. She raises hypotheses, you 

in the class raise further hypotheses, she hears her husband's hypotheses, but one thing she 

won't do is to put her truth on the table. She won't call her friend and say to her: "An 

envelope with money has disappeared. Do you know anything about it?" H. forfeits 

knowledge of the truth in favor of group harmony. She doesn't want to enter into a 

confrontation with her friend, she is happy that they don't live close to each other, and she is 

embarrassed when she sees her on the street. Above all, however, H. is more attuned to the 

emotional relationship between her and her friend, rather than the truth of what happened. 

She thinks her husband is more important than her friend – again, the relationship is more 

important than the truth. It seems to me that as long as this doesn't change, H. will continue to 

live by the emotions and not by the facts. It's true, of course, that even when one tries to 

clarify the facts, you don't always discover everything. But then, at least you've tried. Today, 

a long time after the event, H. has not insisted on her truth because it's unpleasant for her. 

Emotions have conquered facts and the truth. Possibly for this reason, H. gave up her good 

friend. In traditional society the relationship with others is indeed more important than the 



individual's inner truth. Thus, not infrequently, the truth lies in the relationship, or, in other 

words, the group has a monopoly on the truth, which is not internalized in the individual's 

world. 

 

108.  Unrequited love 

 

It all began when a girl came up to me at the twelfth-grade graduation ceremony and asked to 

speak to me, N. tells us. She then refused to utter a word, despite my insistent pleading. 

Finally she said there is a boy she loves but she can't tell him. I said that the boy is standing 

next to her. She was stunned. I admitted that I felt the same way about her, and this is when 

the relationship began. 

 One day she called me, and without any explanation ended the relationship, says N. We 

continued being friends, and as far as I was concerned she was just perfect. One day I heard 

she had become engaged. I congratulated her and tried to keep away from her. 

Student A [female]: Why did she get engaged while you and her were still in touch? 

N: I don't know. Maybe her parents put pressure on her. Maybe she was simply playing a 

game of wanting to see what it was like to be engaged. 

Student B [f]: So why didn't she try it with you? 

Student C [f]: It's not a game. 

Student D [f]: My parents pressured me to get married to someone my father had chosen for 

me. When I refused my father beat me mercilessly. I didn't budge and finally married the man 

I wanted. 

 After her engagement, she invited me to her birthday party, N. continues. Our eyes met 

and we communicated silently. She was telling me she loved me and I told her I loved her. 

After the party she called me and asked me to visit her at home. She told me that things 

weren't good with her fiancé and that she thinks about me the whole time. We agreed that she 

would find a way to free herself from him and that I would then ask for her hand. The plan 

failed and she married him, because, besides me, no one supported her.  

 Again, she invited me to the wedding. I went and congratulated her. Throughout the 

evening she and I kept looking at each other. When I saw the groom I felt that he had stolen 

what belongs to me, and I asked myself why I am not in his place. She went to live in her 

husband's home. In the beginning we maintained contact, thinking that she would get 

divorced. But it didn't happen. Recently I have been informed that she doesn't get on with her 



husband and that they argue frequently. Meanwhile we have drifted apart and don't speak to 

each other. I'm now in contact with a wonderful girl who loves me very much, but I can't 

return her love because I am scared that what happened to me will repeat itself and that I'll be 

abandoned, besides which I can't stop thinking about my first love. 

Student E [f]: You have to stop thinking about her. If you marry your new girlfriend and you 

have children, then for sure you'll get her out of your mind. 

Student F [f]: Does your first girlfriend's husband know that his wife is being unfaithful to 

him, not physically but emotionally, which, after all, is just as bad? 

Student G [f]: Maybe… how can I put it…your first girlfriend didn't really want you but just 

wanted to pass the time with you, which is why she did what she did. 

Student H [male]: In my opinion, you have to tell your new girlfriend that you still think 

about your previous girlfriend. 

N: Why? What for? It will just cause problems.  

Student I [f]: I don't think it's a good idea. It will be too difficult for her to deal with. 

Lecturer: I find it very difficult to accept this feeling that what happened in your relationship 

with your first girlfriend is really not clear. How come you didn't ask her? Why didn't you 

clarify what was happening? After all, it was important to you. It also seems to me that the 

class takes what happened for granted. Some kind of magic in which things happen and it's 

not clear why. It's as if the law of cause and effect doesn't apply to the mental world, as if 

there are things you're not supposed to know or that one doesn't dare ask about. Possibly this 

is the reason why it's difficult for you to stop thinking about her, because the matter is not 

closed. Perhaps if you could speak to her openly, and ask her why she left you, it might be 

easier for you to start afresh. 

Student J [f]: You have to forget your first girlfriend and concentrate on the new one. If you 

meet with the first girlfriend this will constitute a betrayal and will cause you many problems. 

You might also lose this girlfriend. It's God's will and you have to move on. 

N: You've helped me turn over a new leaf and forget my first girlfriend. From now on I'll 

throw all the memories connected to her into the trash can.  

Lecturer: It's difficult to imagine that N. will succeed in living up to his declaration. You can't 

just throw thoughts into the trash can. Disturbing thoughts may disappear when a person has 

calmed down, and this typically occurs when he understands deeply what has happened. The 

absence of understanding, the lack of clarity surrounding the facts, and the absence of an 

encounter with reality are perpetuating the hurt and the pain that N. has been experiencing for 



some years. This story, like many others you have presented in class, has a vague quality in 

which legend and imagination are stronger than reality. None of the students stood up and 

protested that N. didn't even try to clarify with his girlfriend why she left him. I therefore 

assume that it's not only N. who lives in a world of vagueness and imagination, and that many 

of you have similar stories. You speak about life in a sort of dream-like way, more along the 

lines of associative processes than as organized logical thought. Think for a moment about 

the fact that N. continued the relationship with his first girlfriend and that they planned a 

wedding together without it being at all clear why she had left him. I fear that as long as N's 

inner truth doesn't conquer his imagination and his associations, N. is destined to be tossed 

around on the stormy waves of the cruel sea of life, without explanation and without 

meaning. Unfortunately, this comment applies not only to N., but to some of you as well. 

 

 

109.  Independence – Given or taken? 

 

H. is twenty years old, a student of education in one of the Galilee colleges. She is the oldest 

child in the family and has three brothers and two sisters ranging in age from a year-and-a-

half to seventeen. Her mother works as a caregiver for elderly people, and her father is 

mentally disabled. The mother married him because he was a relative and her parents had 

promised her to him. Her mother is also the eldest child in her family. She looked after her 

siblings, all of whom, except her, completed higher education studies. She, however, was too 

occupied with looking after them and was not given the opportunity to study. In fact, says N., 

the mother is controlled by her brothers and does whatever they tell her. H., however, is 

totally dependent on her mother. She won't do even the smallest things without asking her, 

and phones her several times during the day. Her mother wakes her up in the morning and H. 

asks her what she should wear and where she should buy the things she needs. "She doesn't 

have a personality of her own," says N. She seems to be lazy and incapable of taking any 

initiative. Recently she was offered the opportunity of doing some work for a relative, but she 

didn't accept of the offer. N. hesitates briefly and says that H. looks unkempt and 

downhearted. 

 The mother's sister-in-law raised H. from birth, because H's mother was always very 

busy taking care of the family's livelihood. H's mother had little energy to invest in her 

daughter and when H. grew up she was given the task of taking care of her younger siblings.  



 H. was not allowed to have a new dress if her cousin didn't have a similar dress. H. 

wanted to study English and not education, but her uncles decided that she would study 

education because her cousins were also studying education. The mother didn't allow H. to 

have anything unless her brothers approved. 

 Recently, however, the mother and daughter can barely conduct a civil conversation. 

Their relationship consists of shouting and violence, says N., and they fight about everything 

– who will wash the dishes and who will do the shopping. The mother works hard, says N., 

has difficulty in imparting warmth and love to her daughter, feels that she is allowed to 

control her daughter's life, and wants to realize her dream, which is to see her daughter in 

college, and for this she is prepared to pay for H's studies.  

 It hurts me to see them like this, says N., and asks the class what she can do to improve 

their relationship. 

Student A: This is the way it is in our society. Girls don't use make-up, don't decide things by 

themselves and obey their parents. 

N: That's true. For example, she wanted to work as a waitress. I told her she shouldn't, 

because it's not a respectable profession and she'll be exploited. 

Lecturer: Do the other students in the class agree that being a waitress is not a respectable 

profession for a student? 

Murmurs of agreement came from all sides.  

N: But her dependency really is excessive, even in our society. 

Lecturer: Were she to have a functioning father, she might be less dependent on her mother. 

In any event, it seems that we have here a situation of intergenerational dependence in which 

the daughter, like the mother, is enveloped by many circles of dependence. But the fact that 

she fights with her mother is actually a cause for hope, because the fights and the anger imply 

strength and not passivity. Were she to relinquish her independence and not struggle for it, 

her situation would be far more serious. You are all familiar with the saying that 

independence is not something you are given, but rather something you take. 

Student B: I think quite the opposite. I think that if H. were to have a good relationship with 

her mother, it would be easier to separate from her mother and be independent. For example, 

the daughter could invite her mother to go shopping with her, and by inviting her expressly 

convey to her that there are things she would like to do by herself. The mother is not a bad 

person, but is very dependent on her own family, and if H. is empathic to the mother and 

doesn't turn her into an enemy, she will be able to achieve independence more easily.  



Student C: I agree with Student B. You have to take independence artfully. Slowly pull the 

carpet from under the mother's feet. 

Lecturer: You are saying that the mother is not the daughter's enemy, and that she is acting 

out of dependence and weakness. I agree with you. You are also saying that from your 

experience, it is easier to obtain independence by creating closeness and not by rebellion. I 

think you are right in this as well, because you know your society better than I do. In Western 

society, rebelling against the parents in adolescence is a routine occurrence, which is not the 

case in traditional-collective society. 

N: I don't believe that anyone can talk to the mother apart from the daughter. I'll suggest that 

she speak to her mother and get closer to her. 

Lecturer: Maybe you could suggest a few small exercises for her. She could, for example, 

begin by trying to wake herself with an alarm clock and without her mother's assistance. I 

think you have taught me something important today: that independence can also be achieved 

by closeness and contact.  

 The difference in approach between my students and me is interesting. They, the 

products of traditional society, were not educated to rebel against their parents, but rather to 

respect them and their authority. I, on the other hand, a product of Western culture, was 

educated on youthful rebellion and on the adage that young people want to change the world. 

I don't know which is the correct path. Possibly the two approaches could be merged. H. 

could certainly give us a more complete answer to this question by sharing with us what is 

appropriate for her, and what timing and method could be most helpful for her. What is clear 

is that H. is protesting against the powerful and stifling dependence that exists between her 

and her mother. She certainly would like more independence. It seems, however, that she is 

far from being ready for any separation and independence that would be appropriate in her 

society (not to mention Western society). At such a preliminary stage on the path towards 

basic independence (like getting up by herself and deciding what to wear) and without her 

having as yet "a personality of her own", small and measured steps are definitely the correct 

way to proceed.  

 



110.  From accuser to accused 

 

This is the story of two brothers aged fourteen and sixteen, said T., whose mother, my cousin, 

an exemplary mother, died from a rare disease. The father took care of her devotedly during 

the last years of her illness, but now, about three months after her death, he has become 

engaged to another woman and intends to marry her soon. The stepmother doesn't like the 

children and doesn't want to live with them in the same house, and so the father has insisted 

that the boys move to a storeroom adjacent to their home. The children were very attached to 

their mother and have found it difficult to accept the father's engagement. The father's family 

encouraged him to remarry and to shift the children to the storeroom, says T. The children are 

desperate and depressed. They are still young but feel that their lives have ended. T. says to 

the class: "I have never heard of a father throwing his children out of his home. Does anyone 

have any idea what can be done?" The class was silent. 

Student A: Did you try to speak to the father? 

T: No, I can't speak to him because I am a relative of the late mother's family, and the entire 

mother's side is angry with the father for getting married and throwing out the children. All 

we did was to contact the children and encourage them not to leave home. 

Lecturer: The father might benefit by being angry. But why do you have to be angry and not 

talk to him? 

Student B: You have to contact the police or a social worker, because the father is not 

allowed to throw his small children out of their home. 

T: We won't contact the police, because this is not acceptable in our village. It will only make 

problems for us in our community. The father's family is part of a large clan.  

Student C: How come no one in the mother's family is taking the children in? 

T: We don't have room at home. I also don't have any room. 

Student D: This sounds a bit strange to me. Aren't there many brothers and sisters? 

T: The mother had eight siblings. 

Student D: And not one of them can take the children?! If this would have happened to me, I 

would have taken the children into my home. They're your family, no? 

Student E: There's something false in this story. Why is a social worker not involved, and 

why isn't anybody taking the children? 



T: This new wife is from a powerful family that we don't like at all. The children wanted the 

father to marry a neighbor of theirs whom they like and who is a relative of their mother, 

someone from our family (smiles). 

Lecturer: Why are you smiling, T. 

Student F: What do you mean the children wanted? They can't decide whom their father will 

marry. 

Lecturer: I think that T's smile was significant. (Turns to T.) Possibly you felt that something 

illogical is going on here? 

Student G: Maybe it's a well-built storeroom with a shower and toilet. It's better for the 

children to have a bit of privacy. 

T: I don't know what the storeroom looks like. 

Student H: I thought the children were already living in the storeroom. Now I don't 

understand anything. 

Student I: With us it's acceptable that already at the funeral a new bride is arranged for the 

husband. 

Lecturer: We began with a feeling of criticism against the father for identifying his children 

with the family of their late mother, and because he is angry with the mother's family, which 

objects to his wedding, he also throws the children out. Now we recall how devotedly the 

father looked after his wife during her illness, and we don't know what the state of the 

storeroom is. At the same time, the mother's family and the children want to dictate to the 

father to marry someone from the mother's family and not someone he chose and whom they 

don't like. It seems to me T., that your smile attests to the fact that you understand that 

something here is out of joint. No one in the mother's family is prepared to take the children, 

yet everyone uses them, most probably as ammunition against the father. Furthermore, it's 

acceptable in your culture that a man will remarry close to his wife's death, or at least for a 

discussion about this to take place shortly after the death. I propose a reconciliation 

ceremony. I think you should approach the father's family, possibly with the mediation of 

respected people in the community, and tell him that you acknowledge him and his wish to 

get married and to start a new life, even with all the pain that this will cause the mother's 

family so soon after her death. The mother's family should tell him that they accept his choice 

and would like to return to peaceful relations, both so that the children will have a mother and 

for everyone's good. But for this to happen, the mother's family will first have to overcome 



the deep hurt occasioned by the fact that they will have to accept a woman they don't love as 

part of their family, a mother to the children.  

 Underlying the present case is the perception of children not as human beings in their 

own right who are entitled to all the rights enjoyed by an individual in democratic society, but 

as an offshoot of the extended family. We are discussing a society in which the parent or the 

authority figure occupies center stage and not the child. It seems that the mother's family do 

love the children, but no less important to them is that the children's new mother should be 

someone acceptable to them, because their feeling is that the children's new mother becomes 

part of their family. We thus haven't heard a word about what the children really want, and 

not even what their precise situation is and where they are presently living, except for the 

declaration by the mother's cousin, which sounds false, that they want their father to marry a 

neighbor from the mother's family and that they are desperate. Thus, in a society in which 

individual rights are not of primary concern and thinking is collective and along clan lines, 

the child can quite easily get lost in the maze of the grownups' conflicts. 

 

 

111.  To separate from a lover, you don't have to submerge the telephone 

 

T., the firstborn in her family, got married when she was sixteen to a boy from a neighboring 

village, someone she hadn't met before. She is an attractive girl, the daughter of poor parents 

who found her a match with a boy from a rich family, S. tells us. While she was already 

engaged, she fell in love with another boy, and after she married, fell in love with yet another 

boy, this time someone from her husband's family, and her relationship with this man has 

continued intermittently until now. When her husband discovered what was happening, he 

said to her: "You have to choose, either me or him." N. was insulted by her husband's 

readiness to give her up, but despite this she didn't leave the marriage. 

 When she wanted to be unfaithful to him with her lover, she encouraged her husband to 

be unfaithful to her, and even tried to procure women for him in order to legitimize her 

behavior. And when she wanted to separate from her lover, she immersed her mobile phone 

in water to prevent him from calling her. Her husband bought her a new phone! Today T. is 

twenty-seven and the mother of a two-year-old child. She tells S., her friend, that her husband 

doesn't give her the love she needs and that she wants someone who will understand her like 

her lover does, emphasizing how meagerly her husband relates to her and that he is always 



going off to see his mother. T. says she is not attracted to her husband, but would like him to 

treat her more firmly and not say "choose between me and your lover". S. asks the class: 

"How can she be persuaded to leave the lover to whom she returns again and again, and to go 

back to her husband?" 

Student A: What about the child? What kind of a mother is she? 

S: T. says she is only happy when her lover calls, and then she feels she can relate to her 

child. 

Student B: She should do things with her husband that they both can enjoy, like traveling.  

S: A few times they decided to take a trip, but at the last minute she said she didn't feel like 

going. 

Student C: She has to make her husband feel important, and should pamper him. Then he will 

relate to her. 

Student D: I think the husband is to blame. She wants him to behave more firmly with her, 

and that's his role, not to say to her, "choose…". 

Lecturer: You are saying that maybe she needs an authoritative father figure who will take 

responsibility for her and tell her what she should do. Is that what she wants? 

S: Yes, she's like a child. 

Student E: I think that she simply has to explain to him what she requires from him, and he 

will understand. 

Lecturer: It seems that T. has quite a few difficulties. She got married when she was very 

young and not sufficiently mature. Over and again she gets into relationships outside the 

marriage. I'd be interested to hear a bit about her relationship with her parents. 

S: Her mother knows about her lover, but doesn't say anything. 

Student F: So her mother gives her legitimacy to carry on this relationship. 

S: Apart from that, the mother also got married very young to an older man in an arranged 

marriage. She didn't want him, and they have been fighting all the years. 

Lecturer: Her mother did to her daughter what was done to her. Possibly T. identifies in some 

way with her mother, both since she is the oldest child, and also seems to be living out her 

mother's story, which makes her actions legitimate. 

S: I told her she has to decide, her lover or her husband. She can't continue like this.  

Lecturer: In a case like this, I think psychological counseling for them as a couple could be 

beneficial. T. needs to be helped to understand why this is happening to her, and her husband 



needs to understand what his wife needs from him. I don't suggest counseling in every case, 

but in this situation it's definitely called for.  

 I would like to start this time with T's mobile phone that she immersed in water in order 

to prevent her lover from calling her. This is a good example of external as opposed to 

internal locus of control. She needed to do something external that would shape her behavior. 

She was totally unable to rely on herself and to take the decision to end the relationship with 

her lover. From this we can understand her husband's role in her life in greater depth. She is 

dependent on him and expects him to dictate to her how she should conduct herself. She 

imitates her mother, is dependent on her husband, falls in love with various men who embody 

fantasies outside the marriage, and is unable to exert control over what is happening to her. 

We know that in traditional societies people tend to adopt an external locus of control, while 

modern societies, such as those in the West, foster a more internal locus of control. In T's 

case, however, it seems that the external locus of control is extreme even for a girl from 

traditional society. She feels she has nothing to offer her child, who really needs her, unless 

she has received emotional supplies from her lover. Without doubt her early marriage also 

contributed towards her emotional immaturity. Western-oriented psychological treatment 

would direct her inward, to the very place she is fleeing from, the place where she thinks she 

will find nothing but pain and disappointment. For this reason, I am not sure that I would 

choose an intrapsychic focus for her, at least not in the first stage of the intervention. This 

would be a direction that runs counter to her culture, and it is thus reasonable to assume that 

it wouldn't be appropriate for her. I would recommend couples counseling that takes into 

account the cultural demand on the husband to be more authoritative with his wife than he is 

at present. Possibly he also has difficulties that prevent him from being more forceful. Their 

marital problem, therefore, has to be solved in a couple setting in which each will understand 

how the other needs him/her, as opposed to a setting that fosters each spouse's introspective 

capability. It will be easier for T. to respond to her husband's needs and demands, and for her 

husband to adapt himself to what he understands his wife wants from him, than for them to 

face up to themselves and their long-term difficulties. This is true in general for couples in 

traditional society, and all the more so in this case in which T. is completely outwardly and 

not inwardly directed. 

 

 



112.  The devil got into me 

 

In tears, T. told us her story. Her husband's brother started going out with a girl who looks 

like a granny. Everyone agrees with this assessment, but T. was the only one who said it 

openly to one of her sisters-in-law, who then told the family what T. had said. About a year 

later, her brother-in-law married the girl, which was when T's troubles started. It's because 

I'm not a hypocrite and I say what I think, T. explained to the class. My husband's parents and 

his whole family hate me because of this. When I want to leave the children with my 

husband's parents, they tell me to leave them with my parents. They pamper this daughter-in-

law and buy her everything, but they treat me like a dog.  

Student A: How does your husband react to all this? 

T: I can't demand anything from him. He's caught in the middle, between me and his family. 

We even thought of moving because I'm suffering so much. But we don't have the money. 

Student B: What do your parents say? 

T: They don't interfere. My father thinks that if he interferes it will only make the situation 

worse. Actually, he's never intervened on my behalf. My father-in-law also doesn't get 

involved. He's a good man but he's not in good health. However, when my mother-in-law is 

ill, I am the one who takes care of her, cleans the house for her, washes her, does everything. 

Lecturer: It sounds strange that on the one hand she doesn't accept you, while on the other, 

she allows you to do everything for her.  

Student C: Say hello to her when you see her, but no more, and keep your distance from her. 

T: It's not that easy. We all live in the same building, my husband's parents and above them 

my husband's brothers. We are also on the upper storey and we meet the whole time. 

Student D: The fact that you take care of your mother-in-law makes her feel that you really 

were in the wrong about your sister-in-law and that you are trying to make amends.  

Student E: I think you should continue to take care of the mother and hold your ground, and 

in the end you will be vindicated. 

T: I don't care anymore what happens (cries). My husband's sisters called me a "whore" and 

told me they won't rest until I get divorced from my husband. They said they don't want to 

see me in their home and they also threw my husband out. I've already thought about divorce, 

but my father doesn't agree. He thinks that getting divorced is terrible. Apart from that, I love 

my husband and my son and daughter. So I apologized and said that I don't know what came 

over me and that the devil had got into me. 



Student F: Maybe go and speak with your sister-in-law and the other sisters-in-law.  

T: I don't think there's any hope. I did speak to this sister-in-law once about it. She said that 

maybe I was correct and that she always gives everyone a second chance. However, nothing 

changed. 

Student G: It's your fault for saying it. How can anyone say something like that?! 

Student H: I don't agree. They're simply turning you into the black sheep because they know 

how attached you are to them and love them, and how good-hearted you are. (Turning to the 

class) I know T, and what a kind-hearted person she is. She'll do anything for her husband's 

parents. 

T: I also haven't told you how I looked after my sister-in-law when she was ill, and how I 

play with her children and babysit for her whenever she needs me. I do everything 

wholeheartedly. What I said then also came from the heart, and I didn't think they would use 

it against me. My husband's second sister also tells lies about me and is envious that I look 

after her older sister's children so well. 

Student I: Maybe go for counseling? 

T: Then everyone will say we're crazy. 

Student J: They've put all the blame on you, even though everyone said that she looks like a 

granny, so that they can all stay squeaky clean. Your husband's parents prefer his brother and 

his wife, and I'm sure they take care of their children. 

T: It's true. My husband is deprived by his family. 

Student K: I don't understand how previously you had a good relationship with your 

husband's parents, and suddenly they accuse you without bothering to clarifying things. It's as 

if you were the only one who said what you did. 

Student L: In my opinion, your parents should have intervened when they called you a 

"whore". I don't understand how they could have just done nothing. Apart from that, your 

apology led your husband's family to feel that they were right and that you were in the wrong. 

By apologizing you strengthened their case. 

Student M: They don't deserve someone like you, so cut yourself off from them. You will 

drive them crazy by giving them the feeling that you don't care about them any more. But 

don't move from the apartment, because that will be a victory for them. 

Student N: I don't think there is anything you can do. You have to distance yourself for your 

own good. You've tried everything. 



Student O: I think you have to protect your personality and your integrity. Live with them in 

peace for the sake of your husband and your children, and God will remember you for this. 

Visit them mainly over the holidays, but otherwise keep your distance. 

Lecturer: I have listened to a broad range of suggestions, and it seems to me that after all the 

options have been presented, the majority opinion tends in the direction of separation, the aim 

being that T. will live her own life and reduce her dependence on her husband's parents as 

much as possible. I know how difficult it is in traditional society to separate from the 

extended family, but I also have the impression that there is no other way. T. can't change the 

others, but with a determined effort she might be able to change herself a little and distance 

herself, even though her natural tendency is to get close to people and to give of herself. If T. 

doesn't do this, it seems that she will continue trying to placate her husband's parents and 

family without achieving anything.  

 I thought about the family network, which in this case is similar to a spider's web from 

which T. has to extricate herself. We spoke about her husband, who is unable to take a stand 

and help her, and we spoke about his parents and her parents, from whom no help is 

forthcoming. We examined the possibility of talking yet again to the sisters-in-law and the 

brother's new wife, and this too didn't help. We discussed the possibility of distancing herself 

from her husband's family or of drawing closer to them, and again this didn't solve the 

problem. T. has already declared that she is prepared to get divorced, thereby identifying with 

those who are attacking her and who would like to see this happening, as opposed to sticking 

to her own truth. This is how it is in traditional society; marriage symbolizes a relationship 

with the husband's family no less than with the husband himself. If the relationship with his 

family reaches a dead end, then it is no longer possible to demand that he be faithful to his 

wife, and this of course endangers the couple relationship. I had no alternative but to 

recommend to T. to try and position herself in a suitable place vis-à-vis her husband's family. 

She doesn't have to physically distance herself from them, but she does have to undergo an 

emotional shift and to protect herself, at least a little, by means of a moderate detachment 

from them. From now on, not every little thing will irk her and make her feel hurt. But for 

this to happen, T. has to work on herself from within, something that runs counter to the 

norms of her culture, and is possibly out of kilter with her character. Finally, the fact that T. 

had got into such a quarrel with her environment attests to her incompatibility with the 

culture she has grown up in. Furthermore, for myself as a Westerner experienced in dealing 

with family quarrels, options of divorce, and severing family connections, this configuration 



attests to a far more severe disturbance than what appears on the surface. Possibly a 

competent, authoritative traditional therapist would invite the whole extended family to the 

therapy room and mobilize them in order to rehabilitate the relationship.  

 

 

113.  On the relationship between violence and solving arithmetic problems 

 

Today Y. told us about the music teacher in his school who curses students and hits them, and 

who everyone is scared of. She has also hit male teachers, and the female teachers keep away 

from her. The principal and the supervisor don't want to get into her bad books and therefore 

don't do anything. Recently, says Y. – who is in charge of organizing the teaching schedule in 

the school – she forced me to arrange her teaching schedule to suit her, so that most days of 

the week she would finish work before the other teachers. I spoke to the school inspector who 

called her in for a discussion, but she refused to discuss the matter with him. Y. says the 

teacher has family problems and the inspector didn't want to make an issue of all her 

wrongdoings because he feels sorry for her and because we are commanded by God to 

forgive. Y. asks us what we think should be done. 

Student A: Is she married? How old is she? 

Y: She's not married and she's about thirty-five years old. 

Student B: How long has she been teaching? 

Y: I don't know exactly, but for many years. The situation has been like this for a long time.  

Student C: The parents' committee should speak to her. 

Student D: Did you try to speak to her when she was calm?  

Y: People try to talk to her the whole time, including when she's calm. 

Student D: I don't think there is any point in getting into a confrontation with her. 

Student E: Are you scared of her clan? 

Y: She has a very large clan in the village, and nobody wants to get on their wrong side. 

Student F: The principal should initiate a transfer to another school. 

Student G: Do you want to dump the problem in someone else's lap? 

Y: Yes. In all honesty, if someone else can solve the problem, then why not. Let me tell you 

of an incident. Once, when she was supervising students in an examination, she lashed out at 

one of the students who, she says, was causing a disturbance. According to another 

supervisor who was present at the time and who was shocked by what she saw, the teacher's 



behavior was totally inappropriate, because the student really hadn't done anything 

exceptional. The student left the class crying, stunned and angry, and didn't want to talk to 

me. I sent him to the principal. The teacher was summoned to the regional office but she 

didn't go. Recently I have been informed that the Ministry of Education in Jerusalem has 

asked her to come for a clarification meeting. 

Lecturer: I get the impression that you are not really sympathetic towards her and that you 

aren't really able to forgive her in the name of God, but rather, that you're scared of her. 

When someone hits someone else, especially if a teacher hits a student, the police have to be 

involved. It's not clear to me why you are reluctant to report the matter to the police, and why 

you have been prepared to tolerate this kind of behavior for so long. The major damage is to 

the students. They are humiliated and threatened, they learn that violence pays and that 

everyone is scared of the violent person. The teachers also learn that you can achieve things 

through violence. Fear limits our behavior and probably trickles down into other aspects of 

your lives. It's as if you don't really believe in law and order. 

Y: The truth is that the teaching staff, and I include myself, are simply cowards. We should 

not have tolerated her behavior and kept silent all these years. The first time she raised a 

hand, we should have gone to the police. There is no justification in the world for this kind of 

violence in the school. I myself should have reported the matter to the police, and should 

have risen above the attitude of "why should I do it; let the parents do it!". The school 

administration waited for the parents or somebody else to incriminate her, while we ourselves 

should have taken the responsibility. 

Lecturer: I really admire Y's honesty in admitting that until now fear has been the dominant 

consideration in dealing with this teacher. Fear is an emotion focused on the other, an 

emotion that is more widespread in traditional societies, so I am not surprised that this feeling 

is the driving force for both teachers and students. But I want to take a look at something else 

that we have encountered here several times. When someone in traditional society acts in an 

exceptional manner, whether by being violent, mentally ill or any other unusual behavior, the 

society often tends to adapt itself to the exceptional person, instead of setting clear limits that 

would enforce law and order. This too is the result of an external, as opposed to an internal 

locus of control, which is the norm in traditional society. This kind of adaptation can be 

positive in some ways. For example, the treatment of disabled people in traditional society is 

characterized by concern and tolerance, because feelings of pity focused on the other are one 

of the cornerstones of traditional society. However, when there is a need to impose order and 



set clear limits for everyone's benefit, instead of the inner truth of the participants being the 

determining factor, it is rather "sensitivity towards others" that dominates. In the face of a 

threat, people find it difficult to adhere to the truth. The price of this "acceptance" is high, as 

reflected in the Biblical phrase "everyone did what was right in his own eyes", which in 

modern terms may be called anarchy. 

 Apart from this, law and order are necessary for solving any arithmetic problem. Thus 

the kind of behavior referred to above harms the students' ability to internalize arithmetical 

and other laws and also undermines their ability to trust their judgment, both of which are 

essential conditions for any academic progress.  

 

 

114.  The encounter with the modern world 

 

M. asked to meet me personally to discuss what was bothering her. We sat and talked in the 

busy students' cafeteria. She told me about a relative of hers, R., who had been suspended 

from teaching for two years for hitting a school student who disturbed him. He's a talented 

teacher with many years of experience, says M., but the student drove him crazy. R. asked 

him to stop disturbing, but the student just kept on. R. told him to leave the room, but he 

refused. He tried to remove him forcibly. At this point the student started being disrespectful 

and cursing R. A fight developed with both of them hitting each other. The other students 

separated them, some teachers arrived and sent each of them to a different room. The student 

reported the incident to the police and R. was charged, convicted and suspended from 

teaching for two years. He stayed at home for a full year, and was then allowed to return to 

teaching, but only on probation. He lost a lot of money, money that he needed to build a 

home. Since all this happened, he's become a different person. He sits silently, doesn't talk, 

and you can see that he's scared and angry. He's a sensitive person, and can't bear the fact that 

his honor was compromised, especially in front of the whole class. From his point of view, 

the only way he could have got revenge and have his honor restored was to have hit the boy. 

This is not the first time this has happened to him. In the past he also hit students. Their 

parents went to R's parents, whom they have a good relationship with, and solved the 

problem between themselves without complaining to the police. This is what R. is like, kind 

of irritable. In class he demands absolute silence when he speaks. At home as well, when he 

talks you're not allowed to interrupt him. 



 R. is a relative of mine, M. says, and I would like to help him. He has become an 

apathetic teacher and doesn't seem to care about anything. When you ask him something at 

home, he gets annoyed and seems depressed. I'm scared that he will hit a student again, and I 

don't know what should be done in cases like this. 

Lecturer: In no circumstances should a teacher hit a student. R. has to find ways of calming 

himself when he feels he can't take it any more and is about to explode. He should count to 

ten, leave the class, go and talk to the school counselor or the principal. He should work out 

for himself a system of warning lights which, if they begin to flash, he will know he is 

approaching a danger zone. These are therapeutic techniques that people with a tendency 

towards violence are trained to use. In any large class there are problematic children, and the 

teacher has to be capable of exercising restraint. Afterwards one can discuss the problem 

rationally with the school staff and with the student's parents. I would recommend that R. 

attends a workshop for developing self-control. 

M: I'm scared it will happen to him again. 

Lecturer: If R. feels that he can't restrain himself, maybe he should try a different profession. 

M: I'm also going to be a teacher soon, and I'm scared that something like this will also 

happen to me, that a disturbed student will treat me with disrespect and cause me to lose 

control.  

Lecturer: Even though R. is a relative of yours, it doesn't mean that what happened to him 

will also happen to you. Don't forget that R. has his own unique character, and I'm sure you 

know many teachers who respond quite differently.  

 I understood that M. identifies with R. since they are from the same family, and 

therefore fears that her fate will be similar to his. In other cases in which someone in the 

family fails in his or her studies, the siblings are likely to feel that their chances of success are 

reduced, because they are from the same family and therefore share the same fate. 

 In traditional society, teachers have less inhibitions about hitting students than teachers 

in modern society. R. grew up with parents and teachers who most probably hit him, and he 

didn't even imagine there was anyone he could turn to. In recent years, as modern values have 

permeated traditional societies, many parents and teachers find themselves in complex 

situations. They feel their coping mechanisms have been taken away from them, but that, as 

yet, they don't have new tools. It is difficult for these parents and teachers to accept the fact 

that the child has besmirched their honor without being able to respond with violence. In my 

humble opinion,  the authorities should respect the need for cultural adaptation, and should 



moderate the punishments meted out to people in traditional cultures who do not comply with 

the norms of modern Western society. They should not be expected to behave strictly 

according to modern norms, and the expectation that they do so is unrealistic and unjustified. 

 

 

115.  Pawns in other people's games 

 

I had a regular job for quite some time as a waitress in a café, says E., in order to pay for my 

studies. I was very friendly with the café owner's wife. Suddenly, however, she started 

insulting me in front of customers and humiliating me. I think she was envious of me because 

I have become engaged and because I'm studying, while she ended up marrying the café 

owner who is much older than she. Once, when I dared to talk back to her in the same 

demeaning tone, the owner of the café ordered me to leave, saying that he doesn't want to see 

me there any longer. But he still owes me a month's salary as well as severance pay, because 

I worked there for more than a year. I called him a few times, but he slammed down the 

phone. He's an aggressive man and I'm scared of him. I once saw him hit someone. I wanted 

to file a complaint in the labor court, but my father didn't allow it. He doesn't want problems 

with people, especially since this man is from our village. Without my father's permission, I 

can't do anything. E. asks us what she can do to get the money owing to her. 

Student A: Go and speak to him face to face. 

E: I'm scared to go there, scared that he'll say I'm a nag and that I came to beg him to give me 

back my job. 

Student B: Say that you've come to get the money he owes you. 

E: I'm afraid of him. He doesn't give a damn about anyone. He won't give me the money. 

Student C: Ask your father why he doesn't agree to your filing a complaint to the labor court. 

E: My father is not the type to file complaints. 

Student D: It seems to me that your father feels embarrassed. But it's the other party who 

should be ashamed and not you. Tell your father to talk to him. 

E: My father just makes promises, but he never keeps them. 

Student E: Phone him and record the conversation, and take the recording to the police. 

Student F: His wife could solve the problem for you. 

E: She's also afraid of him. Also, it's because of her that I lost the job. How can you expect 

her to be on my side now? Where's your logic? 



Student G: If your father isn't prepared to let you complain, let him pay you. 

Student H: The best thing is not to be afraid and to go and talk to him in his office. 

E: It won't work. I've told you what he'll say. 

Lecturer: You've been given many suggestions, but you say "no" to all of them. You are 

focusing on what he'll say to you, and not what you'll say to him. You're giving us his 

answers as if you were him. You're not making any suggestions of your own, you're just 

listening and smiling passively. My impression is that you seem to be asking us, but that you 

don't really intend to do anything. You have a deep feeling of helplessness. Look how the 

students are gradually ceasing to give suggestions, because you reject every one. 

E: What would you do in my place? 

Lecturer: I don't think I would give up. I would go the labor court. If he were to threaten me, I 

would go to the police and possibly to the income tax commissioner, because he didn't give 

you a salary slip. I would warn him that this is what I intend to do. I believe that ultimately it 

would work. In this case I wouldn't go along with what my father said. 

Student I: Call him, talk confidently, and frighten him. 

Lecturer: Who thinks that E. will call him in order to get her money? 

No one raised a hand. 

E: I will follow your advice and present a complaint against him. 

Lecturer: This discussion started by E. representing the owner of the café more than herself, 

and ended by her following our advice. What we haven't heard is what E. wants. You also 

said E. that without your father's permission you wouldn't do anything, but at the same time 

you say that he makes promises but doesn't keep them. What you are doing is to make use of 

what we called in the past an external locus of control, as opposed to an internal locus of 

control. An external locus of control means that it is other people who determine how you 

behave and how you feel, and not you yourself. Despite this, you presented this case to us 

because something is bothering you, and rightly so. However, your belief that you deserve to 

be paid for the work you did is not sufficiently strong for you to fight for your rights. Your 

truth is very quickly erased because of all sorts of frightening external characters such as the 

café owner or your father, and because of a feeling that there really isn't anyone to turn to. In 

your eyes as well, your truth does not have much value. I would like to suggest to all of you, 

and we have already seen enough cases similar to E's to say this clearly, that your truths have 

great value. It is your inner truth that protects you from being pawns in other people's games. 



It is also your inner truth that will enable you to achieve things in life or prevent you from 

achieving them.  

 

 

116.  A heart of gold and what's behind it 

 

Today L. told us about an incident that happened to her at university. I was both working and 

studying, and it wasn’t easy, she says, but I was a diligent and talented student, always sitting 

in the first row, listening, and writing everything down. One day a new girl came into the 

class. She chatted and laughed with me and suggested that we become friends. I agreed. Later 

I began to feel that she contacted me only when she needed something, like when she wanted 

me to explain the course material to her. One day I presented an assignment and got a grade 

of 86. This girl asked for my assignment so she could look at it. She copied my work, made 

corrections on the basis of the lecturer's comments, and got a grade of 97. I asked her how it 

was possible that she copied from me and got a higher grade. She replied that she didn't copy 

my work. Maybe she answered in that way because the lecturer was present and she didn't 

feel comfortable about being frank. In any event, she saw I was angry with her. She wanted to 

talk to me, but I had no wish to talk to her any more. The incident took place three years ago, 

and since then I can't forget what happened and I can't forgive her. "Why did she lie to me?" 

L. asks. 

Student A: Why have you kept it inside you until now? 

L: I don't know. 

Student B: If you were really good friends, then what's wrong with helping her? 

L: Because she contacted me only when she needed something. 

Student C: You could have done joint assignments, which would have helped her. 

Many students said that they let others copy their work and put their names on it. They don't 

make an issue out of it and don't feel hurt. 

Student D: I know L. She's good-hearted and very much likes to help. Maybe what hurt you 

is that she lied so blatantly.  

L: Yes, instead of saying thank you, she lied blatantly.  

Lecturer: How would you all feel if someone lied to you in that way? 

Student E: I'd strangle the person. 

Student F: You're to blame, because at that moment you should have put your foot down. 



L: Yes, then I wouldn't have dragged the pain around for three years. 

Lecturer: How do you behave in other places, at work, at home? 

L: It's my nature. At work, if someone wants me to change times with him I'll never refuse, 

while my friends have no problem in refusing or in saying that they have to think about it. I'm 

like this at home as well, responsible and doing everything for everyone. 

Student G: I always knew you had a heart of gold, but I didn't know that inside you feel so 

exploited. 

 I looked at L., who is always pleasant and smiling, and for the first time I understood 

the price she pays. I asked the students (the overwhelming majority of whom are female) 

which of them feels that it's hard for her to refuse even though she knows she should. At least 

half the female students raised their hands. We spoke about the guilt feelings that they carry 

with them from childhood each time they refuse to do something they are asked to do. I said 

that the insult L. experienced from that girl was so painful because it represents the 

accumulation of L's feelings over many years. Now L. tells us that she has to learn to say 

"no", otherwise she remains angry and wanting revenge, and this is a heavy price to pay for 

her inability to say "no". At the same time, when she does manage to say "no", she 

immediately rushes to repair any damage she thinks she may have caused. 

 Traditional society often educates its daughters to be good girls and obedient women 

and not to demand anything for themselves. L. is thus always giving, always concerned about 

everyone and always helping them. L. does what is expected of her, but inside she feels hurt 

and exploited, maybe even more than her peers. She does, however, have one expectation, 

namely that people should at least recognize the value of what she has given them and thank 

her for it. Sometimes this doesn't happen, and many women would regard this as slightly 

hurtful and quickly forgotten. But for L., any show of ingratitude is associated with 

sensitivities and feelings of exploitation that have accumulated over the years. At that point 

the hurt becomes unbearable, which makes it so difficult for her to forgive and forget. L. 

helped the girl and she got a higher grade than L., and instead of thanking L. she denied her 

help, which, without doubt is insulting. Carrying around the memory for three years, 

however, is the price that L. pays for her attempt to be more accommodating and more 

pleasant than she really feels. I think that it would be progress for L. to be assertive and say 

"no". And then she will be less vulnerable.  

 

 



117.  Should she be told her husband is cheating on her? 

 

I know a friendly, attractive and refined woman from my village, H. told us. She got married 

a few years ago to a wonderful man who earns a good living, and they have a large home. 

They were having a good life, especially after their daughter was born. At some point people 

told me that her husband was having a relationship with another woman. I didn't believe these 

stories, because I saw how much he loves and respects his wife and his daughter. One day, 

however, I saw him with my own eyes with another woman in a situation that left no room 

for doubt. Then I saw him a second time. I am quite sure he is cheating on his wife, and it's 

really hard for me to see how naïve she is and how unaware that her husband is cheating on 

her. I haven't spoken to anyone about this, and I want to ask you if I should tell her or not. I'm 

afraid that if I do tell her it will cause problems with her husband and maybe she'll even 

divorce him, but if I don't tell her she'll be angry with me for not telling. What should I do? 

Student A: How close are you to her? 

H: We're not really close but we know each other quite well. 

Student B: Has she not heard from others that he is cheating on her? 

H: I don't think so. 

Student C: Did you not notice any change in her relationship with her husband? 

H: I didn't see any change. 

Student D: In my opinion, it's better that she should hear it from someone else. Why should 

you cause problems for your family? 

Student E: I also think that if you tell her, she'll be hurt. If she's a clever woman, she'll find 

out on her own. 

Student F: I would call her and tell her everything, because she should divorce him. 

H: That was my first reaction as well. But I stopped myself. 

Student G: Go and visit her and talk to her woman to woman. Tell her about some other 

woman and if she's bright she'll understand. 

Student H: According to the religion, if you see that someone is cheating, you have to keep it 

to yourself, and things will work out as they should. 

Student I: I think he has to pay for his cheating. 

Student J: If you tell her she might not believe you, and you will appear to be a liar. 

Student K: Call her and talk to her about general matters, and see if she knows anything about 

this. 



Student L: Phone her and don't identify yourself. Tell her there's a "whiff" of cheating in the 

air. 

Student M [male]: I don't think H. should call, because it's got nothing to do with her. 

Student N [male]: I agree.  

Lecturer: It's interesting that the men don't think you should call. The women, especially H., 

identify more with the woman's suffering. The men possibly also understand the man. I 

would like to ask the women something. If your husband cheated on you, would you like to 

know?  

About a third of the female students said that if their husband cheated on them they would not 

like to be told. Two thirds said they would want to know. 

Lecturer: It's interesting that you think only about the mother, and not about the possibility 

that this will break up the family, or about the daughter. 

Student O: So what. Should she forgive him? 

Student P: That's why I wouldn't want to know. 

Lecturer: Who thinks that H. should tell the woman? 

A few students raised their hands. 

Lecturer: Where do you stand, H., in all this? 

H: It's really difficult and painful for me to see how naïve she is, and I understand that I 

identify with her. But in light of the discussion here, I have decided not to tell her and not to 

get involved, because if I do get involved I am liable to cause problems both for myself and 

for her. I would like to tell her, but who's to say that she wants me to tell her. 

Lecturer: Particularly interesting is the relatively large number of women who said that if 

their husbands cheated on them, they wouldn't want to know about it. My feeling, and I might 

be wrong, is that in Western society a large majority of women would like to know if their 

husband was cheating on them. It's connected to the conception in traditional society that the 

inner truth is less important than the relationship. In other words, two people can decide on 

what is true for them, even if it's not really true, a kind of agreement to turn a blind eye, the 

aim of which is to maintain a good relationship, and in this case to maintain family unity. It's 

similar to the things that people don't speak about, even though everyone is aware of them. 

Another example that I often hear from people who are products of traditional society is: "I 

didn't tell my mother the truth, because I didn't want to worry her." In modern Western 

society, the truth is almost a supreme value in itself. You are saying that in your opinion, the 

relationship is no less important. You are also saying that a group can decide on a "truth" of 



its own, a belief that feels comfortable and appropriate, and agree to this "truth" even if it 

contains not an iota of truth, in order to maintain harmony and avoid confrontations. By 

taking this position, one foregoes justice in favor of wisdom, and while there is no doubt that 

this position embodies a considerable amount of street wisdom, it also exacts a considerable 

price. The greatest price is the loss of the value of truth, a value with an internal locus of 

control, one that is responsible for the development of creativity, science, and democracy. 

 

 

118.  I would shoot him 

 

Today V. told us about the rage she has been feeling for a long time. About two years ago she 

took a course in English at the university, and the lecturer gave the students an assignment to 

do in pairs. V. couldn't find a partner until someone told her that another student, B., also 

didn't have a partner. She had never spoken to him before, and when she made enquiries 

about him, she was told, among other things, that he is divorced and is the father of two 

daughters. He's a tall, very thin man, the kind that if someone slaps him, he'll collapse, she 

says. They agreed that he would present the assignment on their behalf. 

 When V. went to check the list of grades, she saw next to her name the comment "did 

not submit an assignment". She burst into tears. It was the last course she needed for her 

degree and she had failed it. She went to talk to the lecturer who told her that B. had dropped 

out of the course, and he refused to give her the opportunity of correcting her grade. It 

transpired that B. had decided to discontinue his studies. She tried to contact him, but he 

didn't respond. She enlisted her husband's assistance. He called B. and left a message that H. 

from work had called. The next day, B. returned the call. 

B: Hello H., it's B. You called me yesterday. 

Husband: Hello B. This is V's husband. Why didn't you give her the assignment you did 

and why didn't you hand it in? 

B: What are you saying? I did V. a favor that I wrote her name on the assignment, 

because she did nothing. But in the end I withdrew from the course. 

Husband: So give V. the assignment, or you'll regret it. 

B: Are you threatening me? 

Husband: Yes I'm threatening and I'll carry out the threat. Beware! 

B: Okay. I'll call her on Sunday and give it to her. 



 

 B. didn't call and he disappeared. Since then, V. has been looking for him in order to 

take revenge. She makes special trips to the university to look for him, but hasn't found him. 

She completed her university studies quite a while ago, but for two years she has been unable 

to get B. out of her mind, and is consumed by a desire for revenge. V. asks us how she can 

find B. and take her revenge on him, or alternatively, she thinks that maybe she has to change 

and forget B., because she knows that she has a tendency to be vindictive. 

Student A: How does your vindictiveness express itself? 

V: If someone slaps me, I'll slap him twice. 

Student B: If you look long enough, you'll find him in the end. 

Student C: Do you know his address? 

V: No, only his first name and his telephone number. 

Student D: Why did your husband threaten and not carry out the threat? 

Student E: If the lecturer believed you, why didn't he give you another chance. 

Student F: Why didn't you keep a copy of the assignment that you did? 

Student G: Don't look for him. Time will take its course and you'll forget him. 

Lecturer: It's interesting that you didn't think you could go to the university office and get his 

name and address. You have a strong feeling of helplessness that there's no one to turn to and 

no one to speak to, and maybe this fuels your desire for revenge. What kind of childhood did 

you have? 

V: I'm an only child and I got whatever I wanted. 

Lecturer: Then you go out into the world and don't get whatever you want. You are hurt and 

you are paying a high price, going around for two years with a desire for revenge. 

V: Yes, I would shoot him. 

Lecturer: He really has hurt you very much and you can't forgive and forget. Has this 

happened to you before? 

V: Yes, it happens to me in other situations. 

Lecturer: Could you give us an example? 

V: (Thinks) I can't think of anything right now. 

Lecturer: Instead of solving the problem by yourself by obtaining the information from the 

office, overcoming the insult and immediately writing a new piece of work, you are occupied 

with thinking about B. and the desire for revenge. You aren't focused on yourself but rather 

on the other person, and you expect that the revenge will calm you. 



V: Yes, thank you. I'm beginning to understand. You have helped me to understand the price 

I pay for my wish to take revenge. 

Lecturer: The feeling of revenge is one that is focused on the other and not on oneself, and is 

therefore more widespread in traditional society. In modern society, in which a person 

experiences himself as separate, he is less likely to attempt to influence others in a 

manipulative manner, including the exacting of revenge. If a person feels that someone has 

offended him, he will tend to distance himself from the perpetrator, or seek justice through 

the courts. But the desire for revenge is a feeling that you can get rid of what happened to you 

or make things easier for yourself by causing harm to the other. Individuals who are more 

focused on themselves tend to feel that what happens to the other is not so relevant for them, 

and will thus seek revenge with much less intensity. 

 

 

119.  When you understand, then it no longer comes from God 

 

Today S. told us about a close friend of hers. We were friends for more than eight years, she 

says, and to this day I don't have a friendship anything like the one I had with her. She was 

like a sister. We sat together in class, visited each other's homes and did our homework 

together. After we completed school we remained close, even though we went to study in 

different colleges, and we each found new friends and built new worlds for ourselves. We 

spoke a lot on the phone, and got together now and again. During this period I got engaged, 

and my fiancé and I developed a very close relationship. The strong friendship with my friend 

continued, even though she was worried and told me she was afraid that our relationship 

would end, since I would be building a completely new life for myself after my marriage. 

 As time went on, everything seemed fine, until my friend's birthday. We always used to 

call each other on our birthdays. But on that birthday, my friend's cousin died. I wasn't sure 

whether to call, and my mother suggested I wait a few days. On the same day the phone rang, 

and my friend was on the line, absolutely furious. 

Friend: S., thanks very much for calling and wishing me happy birthday. It's good to know 

that true friends are not forgotten.. 

S: But it wasn't proper to call you on the day that your cousin died. 

Friend: Enough, shut up, I'm not interested in all your excuses. 

 



 My friend slammed down the phone. I kept calling her, something like forty times that 

week, but she didn't answer the phone. A few days later I saw her on the street, but she 

walked away and didn't say hello. Afterwards we met at other places. Each time she acted as 

if she didn't know me. I decided to break off contact with her, because grown-up women 

shouldn't behave as she did.  

 The surprise came two years later when she phoned to congratulate me on the birth of 

my son. Since then she has been trying to renew the friendship and sends me greetings on 

festivals and birthdays. I'm conflicted, says S., and asks us what we think she should do. On 

the one hand, she says, I had already decided to break off the friendship, because she really 

hurt me terribly. On the other hand, I feel sorry for her, because I know her better than 

anyone else, and I know how sensitive she is, how much she needs a friend like me, and how 

to this day she hasn't found a friendship as close as ours. 

Student A: Did she have a boyfriend during the time you were no longer in contact with her? 

S: No. 

Student B: So you've hurt her very much. Had you gone to visit her the day her cousin died, it 

wouldn't have happened. 

Student C: It's important to give your friend another chance, and to stay in touch with her. 

Student D: Your friend wanted you to be with her the day her cousin died – a friend in need is 

a friend indeed.  

Student E: You should have gone to talk to her in her home. If she still refused, you would 

have been entitled to sever the relationship with her.  

Lecturer: It's interesting that such good friends can suddenly break off contact because of 

some misunderstanding on the phone, and the past is forgotten as if it never existed. From 

what you all say, it seems that you live in a world in which friendships and relationships 

cannot be depended upon. Something can happen suddenly, even though it's not clear what, 

and destroy everything. You didn't suggest to S. that she try to understand what really 

happened, but rather, you related to the question whether she should break off the relationship 

with the friend or give her another chance, or whether she behaved correctly or incorrectly by 

not calling her that day. The only anchor we have in life for ensuring that relationships with 

others will not be temporary, is understanding. Understanding is strength.  

Student F: Maybe the friend was envious of S. that she got engaged. She saw that S. was 

distancing herself from her, and was scared that S. would forget her, and so she moved away 

from S. before S. could move away from her. 



Lecturer: This could very well be true. Who thinks that the friend really was hurt that S. 

didn't call her on her birthday and that this was the reason for her distancing herself, and who 

thinks that this was only an excuse to break off the relationship? 

Most of the class felt it was only an excuse; despite this, many advised S. to forgive her 

friend and stay in touch with her. 

Student G: Envy is something natural, and compassion comes from religion. You have to be 

compassionate and forgive. 

Lecturer: You don't necessarily have to be friends S., but you probably should try to 

understand what happened here. I would like to encourage you all to understand, and not to 

take things for granted as if there were no reason for them. I think that life looks different 

when one understands. Then it's no longer because of fate or God's will. 

S: I won't divorce my husband because of her…the truth is that I feel very attached to my 

husband. We're not only husband and wife, but we're really also good friends. I'm also very 

close to my mother, and it's enough for me. I don't need any more friends today. You have 

helped me to understand that she was envious of me and was scared that I would move away 

from her, and this is why she behaved in the way she did. Even though I do feel sorry for her, 

what's clear to me now is that I don't want to go back to being her friend. 

Student G: So your friend was correct… 

 

 

120.  On the developmental damage caused by marriage between cousins 

 

Today R. told the class that she is married to her cousin, and that she is having difficulties 

with her mother-in-law, the wife of her father's brother. R. describes her as a cold and distant 

woman who does whatever she wants. Even in non-collective, individualistic society people 

don't behave like this, says R., with a grin. Her father-in-law, the uncle, is a very warm 

person and R. has a good relationship with him, but not with her mother-in-law. R's husband 

says it's not her fault because his parents have always preferred his brothers to him, which is 

why his mother treats R. differently from her other daughters-in-law. She won't complain to 

her parents, because she doesn't want to cause problems. My husband visits his parents often, 

as is usual with us, she says, and I am also expected to go there a lot and help my mother-in-

law with the housework, but I really don't want to. I also don't like taking my son there. In the 

first years after the wedding, I made a great effort to fit in and help with everything, but she 



remained cold and aloof, and preferred her other grandchildren to my son. I'm the kind of 

person who has tried my whole life to please others. I am warmhearted and easily hurt. There 

was a time when everyone was important to me. Over the years I have learned to cut myself 

off from people who are not so important to me. But it's very hard for me to be mean and to 

think only about myself, because I immediately feel guilty. This is how I was brought up, to 

be a good woman.  

R. asks the class what she should do about her mother-in-law. 

Student A: What does your husband say? 

R: He supports me. I've already told you that he thinks it's all because of him. He tells me that 

I mustn't be sad about it and that I should relate formally, albeit "with respect", but that I'm 

under no obligation to go there and help her. He thinks that I should treat her in a polite and 

distant manner. 

Student B: Have you tried to talk to your mother-in-law? 

R: She's a difficult character who doesn't change her mind. She does whatever she wants, 

even though she lives in a collective society. There's no way of talking to her. I was brought 

up to respect everyone and to be loved by everyone I'm in contact with, especially family 

members. When people behave inconsiderately to me I feel very hurt. 

Lecturer: What you are actually saying is that there are two options. Either to continue trying 

to please her, or to cut yourself off from her in some way, maybe in the way your husband 

suggests, because it's impossible to talk to her. 

R: With us, you're always expected to mix with everyone, and it's difficult to cut yourself off. 

I'm working on myself and am trying to change my view of life. It's very hard but I'm 

progressing well, and today I'm in better control of my behavior and my feelings than I was 

in the past. I'm trying very hard to be rational and unemotional. Maybe I have to learn from 

my husband. 

Lecturer: There are all kinds of people in both individual and collective society. R. has told us 

about her mother-in-law who is concerned only with herself, about her husband who can hold 

his ground better than she, and about herself, R., who always feels guilty and tries to please 

others, and how she is working on herself to change, even though it's not easy. So, firstly, I 

would like to encourage you continue on the path you have started, the one your husband 

suggests you follow, which is to learn to take care of yourself more and give less weight to 

others, particularly those who don't give you the consideration you feel you deserve. 

Furthermore, in collective society in which there are many marriages between cousins, the 



collective pressure is greater, because the woman is connected to her husband's family not 

only through her husband, but also through her parents. Her mother-in-law is also her aunt, 

which makes it far more difficult to achieve separateness and independence. R's parents will 

find it difficult to give her backing, because, in this case, it will bring them into conflict with 

the father's brother and his wife. One of the disadvantages of marriage between cousins, 

which is so widespread in traditional society, is the fact that the individual remains without a 

protected corner of his own. As far as R. is concerned, separating from her mother-in-law 

means also separating from her uncle and from her own family. R. may have to separate from 

her family in order to realize her independence, a process that is not easy. From what we have 

heard today, it might be appropriate for those of you who have not yet married to consider the 

extent to which marriage between cousins undermines the individual's ability to achieve 

separateness and independence. You are probably familiar with the Arab proverb that gives a 

man the right to claim his female cousin by "pulling her off her horse", even on the day of her 

marriage to another. Marriage between cousins clearly impairs the ability to create a 

democratic society, because a person remains loyal to the extended group or the tribe and not 

to the state. Apart from this, the lack of psychological separateness also carries over into a 

lack of independent thinking, which is an essential condition for all creative or scientific 

thought. Scientific and creative thought comes to an end when my truth ceases to be personal 

and internal, and becomes the opinion of the group. It thus becomes impossible to be creative 

in any area, or even to solve mathematical problems, which require the individual to think 

independently. Marriage between cousins is therefore often detrimental to the development of 

society and of the individual. 

 

 

121.  A story about democracy and submission 

 

Today R. told me in private her mother's sad story. I chose this story, she said as we sat in the 

cafeteria, because it had a great effect on me, and because there are quite a few stories like it 

in our traditional society. About ten years ago a community center was opened in our village, 

and my mother, who has a degree in education, won the tender to be the director of the 

community center on behalf of the local council. She ran the center with devotion and very 

professionally, raised funds from various sources, set up programs for children and adults, 

expanded the range of activities, treated everyone warmly and affectionately, and everyone 



was satisfied with her. This situation continued until about three years ago when elections 

were held for the local council in the village. The incumbent mayor, who represents the 

largest clan in the village, ran against a candidate from our clan, which is much smaller. Our 

candidate was a broad-minded intellectual, while the incumbent mayor is a simple man, 

narrow-minded and vindictive. My mother received threats that if she voted for the 

representative of our clan, she would be removed from her job. My parents voted for our 

candidate and my mother made no attempt to hide this fact. 

 Our candidate lost. Shortly thereafter, the mayor started harassing my mother. He 

placed all kinds of obstacles in her path, prevented her from developing the community 

center, and fired members of her staff who had helped her. Legally he couldn't fire my 

mother without closing the community center, because she had won the tender. When the 

decision was made to streamline the council's activities, he took the opportunity and closed 

the community center on the grounds that he did not have a sufficient budget. R. wants to 

know from me: 

1. Can political vengefulness blind both the mayor and the members of the council, who 

were not prepared to stand up to him because they are members of the coalition and 

want to keep their positions? 

2. How can we talk about the freedom of citizens to vote for whoever they wish, if there 

is interference in their voting? Should the individual act in accord with what others 

expect of him and without consideration of his own feelings and desires, just in order 

to hold on to his place of work? 

 

 My response to her was that her first question is rhetorical, because from her story this 

is clearly what had happened. Her second question touches on whether to rebel against 

authority or to submit to it. I looked at R., a sensitive and fragile girl, whose eyes and facial 

expression projected melancholy, and it seemed to me that for her the issue of  rebellion 

versus submission goes far beyond the case she presented. I asked her how the case affected 

her mother and herself personally. 

 R. said that since the incident, her mother had become a sad woman. She blames herself 

for everything that happened, and sometimes even condones the mayor's behavior. Even 

though the relative who ran against the mayor complimented her, even calling her stand 

heroic, she's still left without a job. My father tries to encourage her and keeps saying what a 

shallow person the present mayor is, but it doesn't help. Sometimes my mother turns to God 



and says that He will make sure the mayor gets his just deserts. As for me, when I finish my 

degree, I won't look for work in the council, even though it's very convenient to work there 

and very close to our home. This is part of the price that I have to pay for the way my mother 

voted. Since that incident, I have been debating with myself what is the correct path to follow 

in life. There is no lack of submissive women in our society and we don't need more. At the 

same time, it seems to me that the lesson of this story is that, first and foremost, a person has 

to take care of himself. 

Lecturer: What you are saying is that your mother tried to rebel and was punished for it, and 

that you have learned from her experience that one has to submit. 

R: Look, I know that our candidate was better. But what could I have done? Had I told my 

clan that I voted for our candidate, as my mother did, the competing clan and the mayor 

would have heard about it. Had I told my clan that I didn't vote for their candidate, they 

would have been insulted. So what could I have done? Maybe its preferable to join the strong 

ones and forfeit what you believe? 

Lecturer: You've forgotten the option of the secret ballot. You can vote for whoever you wish 

and keep your vote secret. 

R: That's how things are with you, but with us it doesn't work that way. People would have 

asked me how I voted, and what should I have said? I would have had to say something, and 

anything I would have said would have been problematic and divisive. 

Lecturer: R., is the problem in you or within your culture? It seems to me that for you the 

issue of rebellion and submission is central in other areas as well. Would everyone in your 

family have reacted the way you did? 

R: No, they've got more sense. Maybe they would have handled it better. Someone else in my 

family who works in the council took the easy way out and voted for the mayor. But I can't 

sacrifice what I believe. To be more precise, I couldn't do so in the past. In the future I'll be 

cleverer.  

Lecturer: The discussion with R. left me feeling sad. R. and her mother are fighters for 

independence and democracy in a society in which it is normative to submit to authority. 

Possibly their incompatibility with their surroundings and their problems of adaptation are a 

result of their own emotional issues. However, it is precisely these emotional issues, which 

are expressed in their unwillingness to accept obedience to authority, that are likely to benefit 

their society and make it freer and more democratic. But I also knew that they had already 

paid the price, while their contribution to their society has yet to be recognized.  



 

 

122.  Murder for dishonoring the family 

 

Today C. told us about A., a woman in her twenties who was murdered for what is known as 

dishonoring the family. When I think about this tragic story, she says in tears, I simply can't 

accept the fact that there are still such barbaric people who don't think about the 

consequences of their actions. 

 Last summer I went to visit a friend, H., who lives in a nearby town, says C. There I 

met an attractive girl called A. who was studying film-making in Tel Aviv. She told me how 

much she enjoys her studies and how this profession is her life's dream. Initially her parents 

objected, not because of the studies, but rather because of the distance and the need to sleep 

away from home. From that day on we became good friends, visited each other and talked at 

least once a week on the phone. 

 I remember it as if it were yesterday, a rainy winter evening and a telephone call. I 

heard sobbing, but couldn't identify who was on the line. She then spoke very softly, and I 

heard that it was my friend H. "What happened?" I asked. "A. was murdered," she replied. I 

asked again, "what happened?" and again she said, "A was murdered." I put down the phone, 

got into the car and drove to H's home. I cried the whole way, and refused to believe that 

what H. had told me was indeed true. 

 When I got there, H. told me that A's two brothers had butchered her and buried her in a 

grove near the village. They then went to the police and gave themselves up.  

 "Why did they do it," I asked in rage. 

 "Because they are heartless criminals," H. replied. "They suspected she was having an 

affair with a boy from the village and that she was pregnant. So they sentenced her and 

executed her. They killed her!" H. screamed. 

 Time passed. The brothers are still in jail awaiting trial. But what difference does it 

make. A. is gone. The police investigation and the post-mortem showed that the whole story 

of the affair and the pregnancy was just a figment of their imagination. It was a rumor that 

reached the brothers, and because they are supposedly religious people, it pained them. A. 

was a good girl who was murdered because of the stupidity and wickedness of her brothers 

on the grounds that she had dishonored the family. "What honor are they talking about?" C. 

asks. "Does murdering someone bring honor?". To this day the picture of A. doesn't leave 



me. I see her begging her brothers not to murder her, but it doesn't help. She was murdered in 

cold blood. 

Student A [female]: I knew the boy she was in contact with. His mother didn't want him to 

marry A., and A's brothers threatened to harm him if he didn't marry her. I'm sure they 

thought there was something between them.  

Student B [f]: How come she wasn't in contact with her family, and didn't know what they 

were thinking? 

Student C [f]: I don't understand how they allowed her to study in Tel Aviv, far from home, 

and suddenly, murder! 

Student D [male]: I know that some of you won't agree with me, but she is also responsible 

for what happened, for not knowing where her home is and where she came from. Her role is 

to keep in touch with her brothers and to ensure that there is harmony in the family.  

Student E [f]: What do you mean?! What are you saying?! Where is the honor in murder?! 

They're not religious, they're simply maniacs! 

Student F [f]: Even if she were pregnant, it's forbidden to murder her. Murder is against our 

religion. 

Student G [m]: I'll tell you what it's like in Jordan. There, in cases of murder for dishonoring 

the family, you only spend a few months in jail. 

C: They said they did it to erase the shame. There's a proverb in Arabic, "El-Erad and El-

Arad" – land and honor. In other words, you don't relinquish either. There's another proverb, 

"El-Ta'er and not El-A'er" – revenge and not shame. In other words, revenge cleanses the 

shame. 

Student H [m]: I don't think it's connected to religion. There are those who are not religious 

and who commit murder. It's the Arab mentality. All of Arab society is like that and don't tell 

me it isn't. 

Student I [f]: I disagree completely. 

Student J [f]: I also disagree. 

Student K [f]: The verdict should be published. Everyone should know that they received a 

life sentence. 

Student L [f]: They planned the murder. It wasn't a case of someone acting on a whim. 

Student M [f]: The person who spread the rumor that she was pregnant should be killed. 

Student N [f]: Then you'll have to kill half our society. 

Lecturer: This is an opportunity to talk a bit about the status of women in traditional society. 



Student O [m]: In Arab society the man determines everything. 

Student P [f]: It's not like that with me. 

Student Q [f]: I ask my husband after I've already done something, and then he tells me to do 

what I already did. So he gets respect, and I get to do what I want. 

Lecturer: In this case the brothers assumed responsibility for the family and murdered their 

sister. Possibly the parents, who are older, have better judgment and would not have been 

drawn into this. In general, all this responsibility that is placed on the shoulders of the eldest 

son, who could be a young boy, is dangerous and often doesn't match his capabilities. 

 Apart from that, murder for dishonoring the family arouses fear in many women and 

also in men. Fear, as we know, is the greatest enemy of development. It binds a person to 

authority and undermines his ability to think independently. Murder for dishonoring the 

family instills fear in the society and severely limits freedom of thought. 

 Regarding the status of women, I have no doubt that a child benefits more from having 

a strong and authoritative mother than a mother who has to ask her husband's permission 

about everything. Firstly, it is the mother who usually raises the children, and she needs 

authority in order to carry out her task properly. Apart from this, the child identifies with a 

weak mother, and this weakness is transferred back onto him. The model of a weak mother 

and a strong and threatening father is one that arouses pity toward his mother and fear of his 

father. One authoritative parent is like half a family. Two capable parents are definitely 

preferable to one parent in all matters connected to child development. 

 

 

123.  A life of suffering 

 

A. wanted to meet me privately in the cafeteria. There, sitting opposite each another amidst 

the noise and the bustle, she told me her story. The period of our engagement was the best 

time of my life, she says. I got engaged to a man who had all the qualities any girl would 

want: he is understanding, clever, good looking and educated. I was nineteen then and he 

thirty-eight. My father was opposed to the marriage because of the difference in our ages, but 

I convinced him that we were in love. After the wedding, he started coming home late at 

night from work, and even then would continue to conduct long discussions with his 

secretary. It's a family business that his cousins are also part of, and he could have come 

home earlier had he wanted to. He said he wanted to make a lot of money so that we'd have a 



good life. Later I started studying toward a BA, and with three small children it was very 

difficult. He didn't help me at all, and on top of that was opposed to my studying. He thought 

I should just stay at home. I wanted to spend more time with him, and I suggested working in 

the business with him, but he refused. I don't know why. "Anyone who doesn't like this kind 

of life should leave home," he would say when I complained. 

 I have thought about leaving home, but I won't do it because of the children. I give my 

husband everything that a woman should. I respect him more than he respects me, I love him 

and want to be with him. I have no choice but to suffer and to change something within 

myself. There is no love and no physical tenderness between us; we also hardly have intimate 

relations. Sometimes he doesn't want to, and sometimes I don't. And if we do have relations, 

he then goes to sleep in another bed. When I complain that he's never at home, he sometimes 

beats me. I thought of reporting him to the police, but he threatened that if I go to the police 

he will divorce me, and then, what will happen to the children? I also don't want to tell my 

parents. I did tell my father once and he tried to talk to him, but it didn't help. Afterwards my 

father told me that it's my responsibility because he told me not to marry him. He also said 

that I shouldn't only think of myself, but also about the children. In addition, my brothers 

threatened to harm my husband if he ever lifted a hand to me, so I don't want any more 

complications. 

 I asked her what kind of father he is. She says he's a good father, plays nicely with the 

children, and they love him very much. We also went to see a psychologist, she says. We had 

a few sessions, but after the psychologist reprimanded him, he decided not to continue the 

therapy. 

 I understand that I have to keep myself occupied and invest in the children, and not take 

any notice of my husband. I know it's the right thing to do, but I find it very difficult. My 

parents also tell me not to pester him, because that is the cause of the problems, and I know 

they are right, A. says soberly. They tell me to accept him as he is, because he is not going to 

change. Then, with teary eyes, she asks me what she should do. 

 I listened to her story and knew that she expected a magical solution from me, which I 

didn't have. I understood the conclusion she had arrived at – that there's nothing she can do, 

and that she has to come to terms with the situation and accept her husband as he is. She 

doesn't want to get divorced, because she has never been socialized to be independent. She 

never separated from her family of origin; she only substituted families, unsuccessfully, when 

she married at age nineteen. She also doesn't want to complain to the police, and can expect 



no help from her parents or her brothers. I agreed with her father that maybe it's better that 

she doesn't annoy her husband, and that she focuses on her children. I reminded her that he is 

a good father and how important this is. However, like her, I was left with a bad feeling. 

 A few weeks later at the end of the academic year, I saw her standing and crying. She 

told me she had left her husband and had returned to her parents' home with the children. 

She's waiting there for her husband to come and apologize.  

 The solution to A's dilemma cannot be based on her independence and her free choice, 

since she lacks both of these. The solution, as I understand it, can emerge only through a 

discussion with the husband or with the extended family in an attempt to bridge the gaps. A. 

also came to me for a ready-made solution, and not to hear me reflect her situation to her and 

impose the responsibility for a solution on her. I also thought about A's meager strengths and 

how difficult it is for her to let her children take center stage, as her father suggests. I had no 

choice but to agree with her father that in her case the best suggestion was to devote herself to 

the children and not pester her husband. 

 


