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INTRODUCTION

As a student of human development, I believe that a human infant be-
comes a human being in relationships with other human beings and in

no other way. Then, too, I support Shotter’s dictum that if we really want to
understand ourselves, we must commit ourselves to a psychology that is a
moral science of action rather than a natural science of behavior. According to
Shotter, “Man’s first need is the need to become a person (and that, through-
out his life, it perhaps remains his deepest need)” (1975, p. 133).
As a child, that need would manifest itself as a need to be a boy or a girl as

perceived in our culture, allowing, of course, for the fact that our ideas about
gender are in transition. When I was just eight years old, I had an experience
that challenged my identity as a boy. I’d like to share that experience with
you.
The scene is Niagara, a little paper-mill town in Northern Wisconsin.

THE FIGHT

Lee and I were both eight years old; we were essentially healthy, growing
boys but Lee was a bully. He verbally abused me, and hit or pushed me if I
crossed him in any way. Several times upon being hit by Lee, I began to cry
and ran or stumbled toward home. After one incident, when I was on my way
home crying, I encountered my uncle, a high school student, who asked me,
“What’s wrong, Hank?”
Continuing to cry, I replied, “Lee hit me.”
My uncle responded, “Well, hit him back!”
Not finding this helpful, I continued on home where I felt safe.
About a month later, it happened again. When I was on my way home cry-

ing, I again encountered my uncle. This time he said, “Hank, you’re acting
like a baby if you don’t hit him back like I told you. You’re not behaving like
a real boy; you’re behaving like a baby. You don’t want to be a baby, do you,
and so if he hits you again hit him back!”
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This time, I got quiet as I continued on my way home for now I had some-
thing to think about. My uncle had shamed me. I was afraid of Lee and I knew
that if I hit Lee back, there would be a fight, but was I a baby if I didn’t fight
Lee? The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I was going to have
to hit Lee back. Gradually I saw myself doing it.
At that time I was watching cowboy movies quite often and I had seen what

men do in a fight, so I practiced doing it in my mind. Next time I’ll do it, I
told myself. I had prepared a script for myself!
Then late one weekday afternoon in January it happened. There were sev-

eral feet of snow and the side roads in our little community were all frozen
over with ice and snow. Don, Lee, and I, along with several other boys, were
sledding down this long side-street hill. No cars were using the street so we
had it all to ourselves. I was using my sled, but because Lee did not have a
sled of his own he was using Don’s sled, which meant that Don seldom had a
turn. Several of the other boys had sleds and we were all having fun. Down
the hill we’d go. Then after the long trudge back up the hill, we’d go down the
hill again.
Then, as it began to get dark, Don’s mother called him to come home

(Don’s house was just off this side road so it was within easy calling distance).
Don wanted to do as his mother commanded, but Lee wouldn’t give Don his
sled.
A little afraid but knowing that I had to do it, I said, “Lee, I think you

should give Don his sled so he can go home.”
Lee’s response was true to form: “Hank, you should mind your own busi-

ness. This is none of your business. You get that!”
Lee dropped Don’s sled and walked toward me. “I’m gonna teach you a

lesson,” he said as he gave me a push.
As I stepped back, Lee moved toward me, clearly intending to push me or

hit me again. I started to swing. My swings were clumsy haymakers, but I was
actually a little taller than Lee so I was connecting with his head and face
while his swings never really reached my face. Lee kept charging me so I kept
swinging. I was scared at first, but then my fear turned to anger, and in no
time at all, Lee’s nose was bloody and he was soon aware that this was a dif-
ferent Hank who wasn’t going to be bullied this time. His nose bleeding and
his face somewhat battered, Lee just quit and trudged on home.
The other kids were happy to see the bully finally beaten by one of us and

were vocal in their praise, “You did it, man! You gave Lee a bloody nose and
he quit!”
The incident involved a lot of feelings. At first, I had been afraid, ashamed,

afraid again, and then angry; now I experienced a real sense of relief. “I did
it,” I said to myself with at least a bit of pride. I’m pleased that I can say that
my anger was a controlled anger. When he quit, I quit; I didn’t go on and beat
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him up. I went to look for my uncle.
Much to my surprise, two weeks later on a Sunday afternoon, Lee ap-

peared at our back door and asked me to go for a hike with him. He said he
wanted to show me his hideout back in the woods. At first, I was a little wary,
but something in his manner won me over so I agreed to go with him.
We trudged through the snow, which was at least two feet deep; it was crust-

ed on top and soft underneath making it hard to walk. Into the woods we
hiked, and then across a broad field, a pasture actually, and then into the
woods again. A short way into the woods there was a kind of snow house with
walls of snow and a lower branch of a pine tree as its roof. It was about four
feet square with mounds of snow that served as a place to sit.
Once settled inside, Lee produced a cigarette and matches so we sat and

smoked the cigarette (my first) and enjoyed the quiet of the woods and
warmth of the hideout. There was little conversation and no mention of the
fight. It was late afternoon and would soon get dark, so we stayed there only
about a half hour.
On the way home that afternoon, nothing was said until Lee got to where

he would turn off to go home. With an, “I’ll see you,” we parted. Lee never
threatened me again, and for the remaining five months that I lived in Nia-
gara we were friends.
I heard later that Lee lived with his father and older brother who ran a beer

joint at the other end of town. There was no mention of a mother, so I guessed
that Lee was subjected to some pretty harsh discipline.
This part of the story puts Lee’s life in some perspective and helps us to un-

derstand why he was a bully. Actually, he was a good kid living a rough life,
and he had a little hideout where he could get away from it all. I’ve often won-
dered what happened to him.
So I had a problem. Lee would hit me and I would start to cry and run

home. When I told my uncle that Lee hit me so that was why I was crying
and going home, he shamed me and said I was acting like a baby. Nobody
likes to feel ashamed so what could I do? Well, my uncle said I should hit him
back. I knew that if I did that, there would be a fight. I wasn’t sure I wanted
that, but if I wanted my uncle to stop shaming me, I’d have to do it, so there
was a fight. The consequence was a positive one — Lee and I became friends.
I share this story to show that when emotional life events are represented

in thought, they become narratives or stories that capture the essential mean-
ing in the incident or event.
My uncle shamed me: Was I a baby or a real boy?
Lee’s problem was physical abuse, which contributed to his being a bully.
This story and its outcome became for me a way of thinking about feelings,

emotions, and relationships, which made psychology a compelling interest for
me even as a child. Is it any wonder then that clinical psychology became in-
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teresting to me as a profession?
After obtaining a B.S. in psychology and economics at Lawrence Universi-

ty, I sought graduate work in psychology at the University of Delaware where
I was introduced to Counseling and Psychotherapy (Rogers, 1942) and to the
nondirective approach to Play Therapy (Axline, 1947).
After receiving my M.S., I was given an appointment to teach human de-

velopment in the College of Education and to provide therapy to children as
a member of the staff of the Psychological Services Center. There I had my
first experience providing psychotherapy and I became interested in the role
of feelings and emotions as a motivating force in human behavior.
Thus began my long journey that culminated in the creation of the Emo-

tional Life Interview (ELI).
My purpose in writing this book is to introduce my fellow mental health

professionals to this emotional life psychosocial procedure that can contribute
so much to the treatment of those with mental health problems. I believe that
this book should be required reading for all clinical and counseling psychol-
ogists, clinical social workers, psychiatrists, and primary care providers.
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Chapter 1

FEELINGS, EMOTIONS,
AND PSYCHOTHERAPY

After earning my M.S. in psychology from the University of
Delaware, I received a joint appointment from its College of Edu-

cation and Counseling Center. A play therapy room was created and
furnished next to my office in the basement of the College of Educa-
tion.
My duties included teaching one section of Human Growth and De-

velopment, and providing counseling and psychotherapy to university
students and children living in the Newark and Wilmington communi-
ties. While working there, I saw three children with interesting mental
health problems whose case history stories are provided below.
Bitsy was a four-year-old boy with separation anxiety; Mark was an

11-year-old boy with a learning disorder who was also depressed, and
Beth was a 19-year-old girl with conversion paralysis of both hands and
both legs. In each case, parents were involved in the child’s pathology,
so I involved them in the treatment.
Working with Bitsy, Mark, and Beth was actually my first experience

providing psychotherapy and it showed me the power of feelings and
emotions. During this experience, I had the guidance of Dr. John With-
al, Director of the Psychological Services Center. Before this, I had had
training and supervision in Rogerian nondirective therapy from Dr.
Theodore Landsman.

3
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BITSY

Bitsy was almost five years old and his parents called him Bitsy be-
cause he was smaller and less mature than the other children in the
neighborhood. His father found Bitsy’s immaturity disgusting and
showed it. He was especially rejecting of Bitsy’s behavior during meal-
time. He also expressed his disgust with Bitsy for letting another boy
bully him.
It seemed clear that Bitsy felt rejected by his father and he clung to

his mother for security; he couldn’t tolerate being separated from her.
Recently they had left him in the hospital with pneumonia for a day or
two they thought, but late the first night the hospital called: “You’d bet-
ter pick him up; he hasn’t stopped crying since you left him. We’ll tell
you what to do for him at home and we are, of course, on call.”
After Bitsy recovered, he seemed even more determined to stay

close to his mother.
Now his mother was very worried about whether he would be able

to go to school, which he should be doing in less than a year.
The evidence suggested that Bitsy had a rather severe case of sepa-

ration anxiety. As you will see, his treatment was psychological and he
received no medication. I made an appointment to see Bitsy in the
playroom next to my office to determine if I might help him.
“He won’t be able to handle it,” she told me on the telephone. “Just

wait until I try to leave him at your office.”
Bitsy and his mother appeared for the appointment I had given

them. Bitsy was an appealing little boy with dark hair and eyes. He was
neatly dressed, appeared to be shy and uneasy, and had a large Howdy
Doody doll, which he carried by the neck in the crook of his arm. The
doll’s feet bounced on the floor as Bitsy walked.
“Howdy is coming to playschool, too,” he said.
I invited Bitsy, his mother, and Howdy into the playroom. He

propped Howdy up on the floor against the wall. I showed Bitsy the
materials, toys, and sandbox, and told him that this was a place where
he could play with whatever he wanted. There were just two rules: (1)
he was not allowed to break the toys, and (2) he was not allowed to hit
me.
Bitsy handled a number of the materials and toys tentatively. There

were blocks and balls of various sizes, materials for painting and draw-
ing, and a sandbox. As soon as he began playing in the sand with some
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concentration, without saying a word, his mother left the playroom and
sat down in the visitor’s chair in my outer office.
When Bitsy realized she had left, he said, “That’s all today,” and he

left the playroom to stand by his mother’s side in my office. He left
Howdy in the playroom. I invited them both back into the playroom
and explained to his mother that if she wanted to go into my office
where she could sit and read, she should tell us that she was going to
do that.
Bitsy got involved with some drawing material, and after a short pe-

riod of time his mother announced that she was going out to my office
to sit and read. Bitsy made an effort to follow her. I assured him that
she would be right out there and I left the door to the playroom open
so he could see that she was close by. He returned to his drawing, but
left it several times to make sure his mother was still in my office.
As they were leaving at the end of the hour, his mother said she had

tried to get him to leave Howdy at home but that he had insisted that
Howdy had to come, too. I told her not to be concerned, “Howdy is
welcome at this playschool.”
Bitsy was noticeably pleased.
At the next appointment, his mother told him she’d be sitting in my

office while he was at playschool and left immediately after bringing
him into the playroom. He quickly became involved with some finger
painting materials. He painted the same nondescript form over and
over, using different color paint each time. He checked several times to
make sure his mother was there where she said she’d be.
Near the end of the session, I closed the playroom door, saying, “We

are making a lot of noise and I’m closing the door so your mother does-
n’t have to hear us.”
Bitsy was uneasy about the closed door between his mother and him,

so he was glad to have playschool over that day.
With each session, Bitsy became more comfortable with his mother

sitting in my office with the playroom door closed. Then one day he
came without Howdy.
“Howdy’s not big enough to come to playschool,” he announced.
I finished the thought, “But you are big enough, aren’t you?”
“Yeah,” he replied.
Then he did a most interesting thing. He came to playschool with

lunches for two. In each lunchbox there was a sandwich, an apple,
potato chips, and something for us to drink. His mother said he insist-
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ed on the lunches and she had called me early that morning to make
sure it was okay. She had told me that mealtimes were an especially bad
time with his father, who was always critical of how messy he was, so I
knew that our having lunch together had some special meaning for
him. I thought it might be some kind of test I had to pass.
We sat on the floor with our backs against the wall as we ate our

lunch. He wasn’t particularly messy, but near the end of the lunch, I no-
ticed a wooden block lying near me (we had several sets of wooden
blocks in the playroom) so I picked it up and tossed it across the room.
Bitsy laughed. Then he found another block and tossed it across the
room. I knew then that I had passed the test.
Shortly thereafter, his mother announced one day that she was going

to visit a friend while he was at playschool. As she was leaving, he an-
nounced that a big boy lets his mother go visit while he’s at playschool.
She assured him that she would be there in my office waiting for him
when he finished school.
He was a little anxious during that day’s session; he went to the play-

room door twice to look at the chair she usually sat in while he was in
the playroom. Each time he reassured himself by saying, “She’ll be
there at the end of school.”
I agreed, saying, “It makes you feel safe knowing that she’ll be

there.”
“Yeah,” he said.
She was there at the end of the hour.
From then on, Bitsy was comfortable with his mother being away

while he was with me in the playroom, and he played with more con-
centration than he had in our earlier sessions. It was evident that he was
no longer anxious when separated from his mother. He enjoyed finger
painting; he could be messy, and he liked to experiment with colors.
He also seemed to be playing with more confidence.
At the end of each session, after he finger painted, I’d help him wash

his hands at the small sink we had in the playroom. Then one day he
rejected my help, saying, “I can do this.”
I replied, “You surely can. You can do a lot of things by yourself,

can’t you?”
He looked a little startled, but then said, “Yeah, I can.”
Then one day he did a very interesting thing. We had several sets of

small human figures in the playroom; he selected two male child fig-
ures and had one chase the other one all over the playroom — across




