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			Introduction

		

		
			Ever since Cain killed his brother Abel, the sibling relationship has been associated with envy, jealousy, hatred, and fratricide. So numerous are the accounts of sibling enmity in Genesis that Stephen Mitchell (1996), a modern translator of biblical stories, has suggested that conflict between siblings may be regarded as the theme of that biblical text. Although the Bible also introduces the idea of siblings as one another’s keeper, it is the animosity between those ancient brothers that has stood out over time, and with which modern day individuals seem to more strongly identify.

			Indeed, Freud (1915–1916) was convinced that the hostility those biblical brothers felt for each other continues to be the earliest and most persistent attitude between siblings in modern times. “A small child,” Freud wrote, “does not necessarily love his brothers and sisters: often he obviously does not. There is no doubt that he hates them as his competitors, and it is a familiar fact that this attitude often persists for long years, till maturity is reached or even later, without interruption. Quite oft, it is true, it is succeeded, or let us rather say overlaid, by a more affectionate attitude; but the hostile one seems very generally to be the earliest” (p. 204). Freud tended to regard whatever affectionate feelings siblings develop toward one another, either as a defense against their basic hostility or an expression of aim-inhibited manifestations of early, erotic, incestuous wishes.

			In his role as clinician Freud was often confronted with the outcome of troubled sibling relationships, which may have led him to overly focus on the negative aspects of the sibling bond. However, his own experiences with his brothers and sisters are also thought to have influenced his ideas. Freud was the oldest of eight children born to his mother. He had two half brothers that were some twenty years older than he, as well as a nephew, John, the son of one of his stepbrothers, who was a year older than Freud. In his autobiographical study, Freud (1925) made no mention of his siblings, which has led to some speculation that he bore them little affection (Coles 2003). However, he acknowledged elsewhere the impact that his next younger brother, Julius, had on him as well as the importance to him of his nephew, John, to whom he related as a brother.

			Julius was born when Freud was one and a half. He died at six months of age, when Freud was just under two. In his self-analysis Freud discovered his rivalry with Julius and his strong murderous wishes toward him. In a letter he wrote to Wilhelm Fliess (Freud 1887–1904) Freud acknowledged the guilt he experienced over his jealousy and ill wishes.

			According to Freud (1900b) he and his nephew John had been inseparable friends as children. They had both loved and hated each other. Freud recognized that their relationship had a significant influence on all of his subsequent relationships with his peers. He wrote,

			All my friends, have in a certain sense been re-incarnations of this first figure. 
. . . My emotional life has always insisted that I should have an intimate friend and a hated enemy. I have always been able to provide myself afresh with both, and it has not infrequently happened that the ideal situation of childhood has been so completely reproduced that friend and enemy have come together in a single individual—though not, of course, both at once or with constant oscillations, as may have been the case in my early childhood. (p. 483)

			Although Freud recognized certain ways in which siblings could contribute positively to each other’s development, as will be seen later in this book, he, and for many years those psychoanalysts who followed him as well as members of allied professions, remained largely preoccupied with the difficulties siblings encounter in their relationships with each other (Neubauer 1983).

			Some early psychoanalysts conducted extensive research on sibling rivalry (Levy 1937) and a number recorded their observations of their own offspring, which showed the intense negative reactions of their older child upon the birth of a new brother or sister (Neubauer 1982). Through educational means, several members of the psychoanalytic community tried to lessen the negative impact of the arrival of a new sibling (Buxbaum 1949, Hawkins 1946).

			At the same time there was concern about the detrimental impact of mutual sexual exploration and seduction between siblings (Colonna and Newman 1983). In addition to parents, Freud recognized siblings as the objects of a child’s earliest incestuous sexual strivings and emphasized the necessity for “the severest prohibitions to deter this persistent infantile tendency from realization” (1917a, p. 335). In part, he attributed the pathology of the Wolfman (1918) to his sister’s sadistic seduction of him when he was a young child, and then, when he was older, to her rejections of his sexual advances.

			In those days it was largely left to novelists and biographers to consider the richness and complexity of the sibling relationship. Louisa May Alcott, for example, in Little Women (1868–1869), wrote of intensely gratifying and supportive relationships between sisters. In Jane Austen’s writings, the sibling bond often appears to have been more significant in the lives of some of her characters than their marriage bond (Hudson 1999). Hudson introduces her book Sibling Love and Incest in Jane Austen’s Fiction (p.1) with a quote from Mansfield Park (Austen 1814) in which Austen notes that children from the “same family, the same blood, with the same first associations” have a means of enjoyment, which no later relationships can provide. Austen doubted that the impact of that earliest attachment is ever outlived.

			The critical role that sisters and brothers can play in each other’s lives has been affirmed in the biographies of a number of famous persons. In his book Blood Brothers: Siblings as Writers, Norman Kiell (1983) has shown how essential their siblings were to the creativity and success of such writers as James Joyce, Aldous Huxley, and Henry James. It is doubtful that Vincent Van Gogh, despite his remarkable talent, would have achieved his position as an artist without his brother Theo’s emotional and financial support (Nagera 1967).

			Leonard Shengold (1989), who has written extensively on the impact of abuse on child development, has given a moving account of the way in which the relationship between Rudyard Kipling and his sister, Trix, helped to mitigate the abusive care they received from their foster mother, saving each of them, he thought, from severe pathology. At the age of six Kipling and his three-year-old sister, Trix, were placed in the care of extremely sadistic guardians in England while their parents continued to live in India. Kipling was the primary object of his foster mother’s cruelty. Whereas in such situations children often deflect their rage away from their tormenting caretakers and displace it onto a brother or sister, Kipling and Trix treated each other with great care and loyalty. One biographer, Martin Seymour-Smith (1989), wrote of a time when Kipling was forced as a punishment to carry a placard bearing the words “Kipling the Liar.” According to her own account, Trix rushed into the street to tear it off.

			In general, interest in the sibling relationship on the part of psychoanalysts and members of related professions appears to have remained limited until the 1980s. According to PsycInfo, a database used by students and professionals that serves a variety of disciplines, there were less than 150 articles listed on the topic between 1920 and 1980.

			One of the first signs among psychoanalysts that the situation was changing was the formation of a study group, associated with the Child Study Center at Yale University, whose purpose was to conduct a comprehensive study of siblings. Marianne Kris, a leading psychoanalyst, was a key member of that group. The group’s findings were presented at the Annual Meeting of the Association for Child Psychoanalysis in Boston, March 28, 1980, and those papers were later published in the Psychoanalytic Study of the Child in 1983. By 1988, sufficient interest in siblings had been generated among psychoanalysts that Psychoanalytic Inquiry, under the editorship of Elizabeth Agger, devoted an entire volume to articles on siblings.

			During those same years Steven Bank and Michael Kahn, both prominent psychologists, and Judy Dunn, a well-known British developmental psychologist, began to study and write extensively about the sibling relationship. The American Anthropological Association held a symposium during that era 
titled “The Contribution of Siblings to Social, Emotional, and Cognitive Development,” and The Society for Research in Child Development agreed to fund a three-day Study Group Conference during May 1985 on the topic of sibling interaction (Zukow 1989).

			Interest in siblings has continued to increase during the past ten years. From 2000 to 2010, PsycInfo lists more than 5,000 items pertaining to the topic of siblings, contributed by professionals from a variety of disciplines and the PEP Archives of the American Psychoanalytic Association, during that same period, lists more than 800 references from the psychoanalytic literature having to do with brothers and sisters. One of the purposes of this volume is to bring together some of this currently available information.

			Although my orientation is psychoanalytic and the treatment model I follow is a psychodynamic one, this book demonstrates how clinicians of other orientations as well as members of other fields such as the social sciences, psychology, social work, psychiatry, ethnology, and history have extended and are continuing to expand our understanding of siblings. The book also draws on memoirs and biographies as well as fiction, which, as Noam Chomsky (1968) has pointed out, often teaches us more about human life and human personality than science itself. Such an interdisciplinary approach is in keeping with a growing interest in unifying knowledge across disciplines, a process known as “consilience” (Valone 2005, Wilson 1998).

			The book includes findings from clinical cases studies as well as from interviews conducted with siblings who were not patients. Although systematic, quantitative research is vital to the advancement of the human sciences, case studies are valuable in generating possible explanations for human thought and behavior (Hoffman 2009).They point to certain common demands made upon those who face similar life challenges, and expand our understanding of the multiple determinants that may influence an individual’s unique behaviors, attitudes, and ways of relating to others.

			Parents remain the critical developmental partners of their children; however, research and clinical experience are showing how siblings may help to foster each other’s growth. They can serve as the “object” of each other’s wishes, as well as their “model,” their “helper,” and their “opponent” (Freud 1921, p. 69), roles that Freud regarded as helping to shape an individual’s character and personality.

			Leaving the consideration of multiple birth siblings to those more experienced with this group of brothers and sisters, chapter 1 explores some 
of what is being learned today about how single-born siblings in “average expectable” (Hartmann 1939) families perform these developmental roles. Among the issues that are considered in this chapter are the attachments siblings form with one another that help to provide them with a sense of security, the impact that they may have on the formation of each others’ personalities, and how their interpersonal exchanges may become internalized and lead to representations in the mind that influence how they relate to others.

			In recognition of the diverse population that clinicians and social policy planners are serving today, chapter 2 looks at the influence the larger culture may have on sibling relationships. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the effect that today’s non-traditional families may have on determining sibling experiences. The focus in chapter 5 is on those sibling relationships that are marked by excessive envy, rivalry, and hatred that may impede development and in some cases lead to pathology. Chapter 6 concerns sibling sexuality, both the impact of sexual activity between siblings as well as sexual fantasies. Chapter 7 takes up those situations in which a sibling has a developmental disability from birth, a life-threatening illness, or a crippling accident. In chapter 8 consideration is given to the impact that the death of a sibling may have on their surviving brothers or sisters. Chapter 9 offers brief concluding comments.

			Throughout, case studies are presented to illustrate the applicability of this increased understanding of the sibling relationship in the clinical situation. This is in keeping with the primary goal of the book which is to show how attention to sibling issues can further the treatment process. This involves gaining a greater appreciation of those transferences and countertransferences (Schechter 1999) that have to do with a patient’s brothers and sisters. Too often in the past, when siblings were primarily regarded as displacement figures for their parents, these went unnoticed and unattended to. As a result, patients often left treatment with their relationships with their parents improved, but with little change in their attitudes toward or their interpersonal exchanges with their siblings (Balsam 1988).

			I know this from personal experience. Although my interest in this topic was stimulated by an invitation from the New York State Society for Clinical Social Workers to present a paper on siblings at their 1997 conference, it has become clear to me that my continued effort to better understand this relationship has been personally motivated as well. Were it not for certain issues with my own five-year-younger sister, I doubt I would be writing this book. At the time I was analyzed, however, siblings were mainly viewed as stand-ins for their parents. Like many other therapists of the times my analyst tended to interpret my associations to my sister as defensive. “You are more comfortable talking about your sister than your mother or father,” he would note. Little attention was paid to the important role my sister played in my development and life as a person in her own right.

			That this neglect of siblings in the clinical encounter still occurs in some treatments was brought home to me during the discussion periods that have followed several presentations I have given over the years on the topic. I found many of the participants eager to talk about their own sibling experiences, and at a very personal level. It is likely that most of them had experienced their own treatment, and so I wondered whether as little attention had been paid to their relationships with their brothers and sisters in their therapy as had been the case in mine. I was struck too by the number of participants who noted that they themselves paid little attention to their patients’ sibling experiences.

			In addition to showing how our current knowledge regarding both the positive and negative sides of the sibling relationship has relevance for our clinical efforts, some consideration is given to its implications for social planning. What has been learned about attachment between siblings, for example, has already proven of importance in the field of child placement. Keeping siblings together has become a goal of many agencies. A broader understanding of the importance of the relationship between brothers and sisters should also be useful to those who make decisions about custody and visitation in divorce situations or to those who are currently involved in creating guidelines for sperm and ova donation as to how many donations a person can make as each donation means the creation of another potential half sibling.

			It is important to note that this focus on siblings is not intended to suggest that brothers and sisters are essential for normal development. We know from experience and from studies of only children that this is not so (Arlow 1972, Machman and Thomspon, 1998, Polit and Falbo 1987). However, I will seek to demonstrate that the psychic life of those who do have brothers and sisters is significantly influenced by the experience (Kris and Ritvo 1983), in ways that may be enriching or limiting or in some cases both.

			A consideration of sibling relationships is particularly timely today. In this period of high divorce, single-parent families, blended families, and other demographic and social changes in American families (Weisner1982), brothers and sisters are becoming increasingly important to one another, often serving as each other’s closest companions and in some families each other’s primary caretakers.

			At the same time, our current efforts to better understand this critical relationship may shed light on our tragic inability since biblical times to contain our envy, jealousy, and hatred of one another. Although we tend to idealize the concepts of “fraternity” and “sorority” and the idea of brothers and sisters serving as each other’s “keepers,” exchanges between humans throughout the world today bear a remarkable resemblance to the relationships between those warring siblings in the nursery whose “violent conflicts” Freud wrote about almost a hundred years ago (1915–1916).

		

	


	
		
			1

			Siblings as Developmental Partners

		

		
			For most of the twentieth century psychoanalysts and members of related disciplines were primarily concerned with the troubling consequences of sibling envy, hatred, and rivalry as well as the harmful effects of sexual activities between brothers and sisters. Yet, Freud recognized certain positive contributions that brothers and sisters might make to each other’s development. Viewing curiosity as stemming from a child’s desire to find out where babies come from, he saw the birth of a sibling as stimulating an older child’s interest in learning. In the case of girls, an infant, he suggested, helps to evoke her “maternal instincts” (1900a). Moreover, a girl’s disappointment in not having been the one to have given her mother the baby leads her to relinquish that wish, thereby helping to promote her efforts to separate from her mother and turn to her father (1931). Freud (1921) also traced the development of a social conscience and a sense of social responsibility to the efforts siblings make to deal with their jealousy of one another. Recognizing that their brothers and sisters are loved by their parents as much as they are, children are forced, according to Freud, to control their hostility, which they do by means of reaction formation and identification. These efforts lead to the development of a group feeling and a demand for equal treatment and justice. “If one cannot be the favorite oneself, at all events nobody else shall be” (p. 120).

			Despite this recognition on Freud’s part that siblings may facilitate each other’s growth, it was not until the 1980s, as noted in the introduction, that psychoanalysts and members of related disciplines, for reasons that are not clear, began to explore more fully the roles that siblings may play in each other’s development.

			The Birth of a Sibling

			One of the most prolific contributors to the research on siblings is Judy Dunn, a distinguished British developmental psychologist. As an introduction to our topic, I begin with a summary of a study she conducted with Carol Kendrick (Dunn and Kendrick 1982) of children between the ages of one and a half and two years, after the birth of a younger sibling. These were the children of forty working-class, intact English families in which there was a great deal of assistance available to the mothers before, during, and after the birth of their second children. The children were observed in their own homes and their mothers were interviewed at length about them. Each family was seen for four home visits: one during the last month or so of the mother’s pregnancy with the second child, one during the first month after the infant’s birth, one when the infant was eight months old, and one when the infant was fourteen months old. At least two hour-long visits, often three, were made during these periods.

			This study shows how great the changes are in a child’s social world when a sibling is born. Not only do the older children face a rival for the love and attention of their parents, but they must now contend with someone who, unlike the adults in their world, is not concerned with their welfare.

			Following the birth of their new siblings, all of the older children showed signs of disturbance and unhappiness along with interest in and affection for their new brother or sister. Some became withdrawn, miserable, and clinging. Some were demanding and difficult. In general the children manifested a marked degree of ambivalence. At one time they might serve as comforters and teachers of their younger siblings and at another they might treat them with considerable hostility. There was a strong continuity in these reactions over time. Children who showed friendly reactions during the first three weeks after the birth of their siblings were likely to respond similarly when seen at six years of age.

			Almost all of the mothers found the most observable change in their firstborns to be an increase in naughtiness and demanding behavior. Their negative behaviors were primarily directed at their mothers, whereas most of the children were interested in and affectionate toward the baby. Not surprisingly, in those families where there was a close relationship with the father, the escalation of conflict with their mothers was less marked. Almost all of the children were eager to help with the care of their newborn sibling, joining in with great enthusiasm if their mothers encouraged them, and even if they did not. It was noted, though, that the children who were often warm and affectionate toward the baby were frequently those who in other respects were clearly disturbed by the entrance of a rival. On the positive side, over half of the mothers reported increased independence in their children. They became more grown up. Their interactions with their siblings, who like themselves did not have adult power, seemed to facilitate rapid cognitive advance.

			Contrary to what one might expect, Dunn and Kendrick (1982) concluded that the extent of jealousy of the new baby was less likely to be determined by the attitudes and behaviors of the parents than by the child’s sex and temperament. On a temperament assessment test carried out prior to the birth of a sibling, children who characteristically tended to manifest negative moods were more likely to respond by increased clinging. Boys were apt to become more withdrawn after the baby’s birth than girls.

			Regardless of their initial discomfort, by the age of three the elder siblings frequently acted as teachers, comforters, and sensitive companions to their younger siblings. They became highly skillful at reading, anticipating, and responding to them. At the same time they were often angry at their small rival who, unlike their parents, was not responsive to their needs and feelings. Under ordinary circumstances, insofar as it led to efforts to deal with frustrating situations between them and their siblings, this anger seemed to further the children’s capacities to experience themselves as separate, active, and effective individuals.

			Another finding of this study was the way the younger child tended to attach to the older one. As they advanced in age these younger children reported missing their elder siblings, whom they often used as a source of comfort and security. In contrast to first-born siblings, who showed a wide range of differences, younger siblings were more likely to approach older siblings in a friendly rather than hostile way. It was evident to these researchers that siblings growing up in the context of a favorable relationship with their parents are capable of forming a strong attachment to one another.

			The Sibling Study Group

			The Sibling Study Group (Provence and Solnit 1983), unlike Dunn and Kendrick, focused on just one sibling pair, Mark and Susan. Mark was two years of age when his little sister, Susan, was born. The closeness in age of the two children was of particular importance to these investigators, who recognized the developmental space between siblings as a major factor in how siblings experience each other. When siblings are close to each other in age their developmental tasks and capacities are more evenly matched. When brothers and sisters are separated by more developmental space they may be closer in interests than they would be with an adult, but their ease in communicating, understanding, and identifying with each other is not as great as when they are developmentally closer in age (Solnit 1983).

			Mark and Susan were the children of thirty-year-old, middle-class, well-educated parents, who were described as reasonably well related to one another, free of major psychological problems, and committed to being good parents. They had carefully prepared their son for the birth of his little sister.

			Mark was enthusiastic about the new baby’s arrival, but it was a different story after her birth. He was clear about his wish that she be sent away, and closed his eyes when he walked by her bed. His competitiveness and rivalry were apparent. Yet he also appeared attracted to her and curious. As he watched his mother care for Susan, he enjoyed hearing her tell him about how she had cared for him when he was Susan’s age. It seemed as if Mark was re-experiencing his own early exchanges with his mother. He became an expert at knowing what Susan wanted or needed and insisted that his parents attend to her when he felt she required their attention. He seemed to identify with his mother in her caretaking role. Although Mark’s behavior may have served to defend against his hostility toward his little sister, it also seemed to these investigators to represent an identification with Susan’s helplessness and her need for attention, a kind of empathic response.

			Mark’s interest in Susan increased when she began to smile, reach out, and move about. His discovery that he could make her smile or become excited became a source of pride to him. He seemed to experience her recognition as a sign of her approval of him. Her pleasure in watching him gave him pleasure and the observers felt that her positive feelings for him helped him develop loving feelings toward her.

			By the time Mark was four and a half and Susan two and a half, Susan adored her older brother. She often mirrored his pleasure and pride as he mastered a new challenge. On the other hand she could also be intolerant and envious as well as angry and aggressive toward him.

			Mark was often patronizing in his manner toward her, showing off his superior competence and knowledge. He sometimes instructed her and at other times called her dumb. Occasionally he pushed and hit her. Yet by four and a half he seemed to have made some peace with his resentment of her.

			At times the children played together. Sometimes they were allies in acts of mischief or anger against their parents. They often appeared to understand each other more quickly than the adults understood either of them, which the group attributed largely to their closeness in age. Despite moments of strife between the children, the study group was impressed by their predominant friendliness and loyalty to each other, by their ability to join together in response to an external threat, and by the way they responded to each other’s needs and sought to comfort each other.

			The changes in Mark and Susan’s attitude as they grew older are a reminder that the relationships between siblings are not fixed, but change over time in accord with each child’s changing developmental levels and achievements, alterations in the family context, and changes in the way each sibling relates to other members of the family. For example, two brothers two years apart in age may be close as young children but at adolescence different interests may lead to an increase in the distance between them. A divorce in some families may bring two sisters closer together than they were in the past.

			Attachment

			Both of these studies affirm John Bowlby’s (1980) finding that brothers and sisters can serve as attachment figures. Under favorable developmental circumstances, they form mental representations of one another as responsive and supportive, enabling them to find comfort and a sense of security when in each other’s presence. Bowlby found confirmation of attachment between siblings when he studied a group of children between the ages of thirteen and thirty months who had been temporarily placed in a residential nursery while their mothers were hospitalized. Those children who entered the nursery either accompanied by an older or a younger sibling remained calmer and fared far better than those children who entered alone. They cried less and showed fewer outbursts of hostility. During the early days of the placement, the siblings stayed close to each other and talked and played together. They presented a united front and were quick to remind outsiders that they belonged to each other. Although they did not meet each other’s survival needs, the children had clearly developed an emotional relationship with one another that provided them with a sense of safety, leading Bowlby to conclude that attachment behavior can develop and be directed toward a person who has done nothing to meet a child’s basic requirements.

			Ten years later, Stewart (1983) showed that when children were placed in the Strange Situation with a sibling (when their mother left a room and left both of the children with a stranger) more than half of the older siblings tried to care for their younger brothers or sisters when they showed distress and their younger siblings accepted and were comforted by their efforts.

			I am reminded of the experience a friend of mine had when she was taking care of her two grandchildren, four-year-old Jane and her baby sister, Laurel, while their parents went out for an evening. When Laurel began to cry there was nothing this loving grandmother could do to calm her. However, the moment her Jane came into the room and called out, “We love you Laurel,” she 
stopped crying, turned over, and broke out in a smile. As an attachment figure, Jane clearly was not interchangeable with another person (Fonagy 2001). Only she could help restore her baby sister’s feeling of safety (Sandler 1960) and security in the absence of her parents.

			With the achievement of object constancy (Mahler, Pine, and Bergman 1975), a sibling with whom an attachment has been formed becomes a member of a child’s inner object world, and may serve as a source of support whether present or absent. This makes it possible for many siblings who live at great distances from one another to gain comfort from the knowledge that they have each other to call upon in times of trouble. V. S. Naipaul, in his novel Magic Seeds (2004), writes of a brother and sister who, although they had only met once in twenty years, continued to understand each other and could always count on each other in times of difficulty.

			The perception of a sibling as a supportive figure may exist even when a sibling relationship has been less than harmonious. When a patient’s husband died recently, she advised me that although she and her brother were never close and at times did not even like each other, he was the first person she phoned. “I knew he would come immediately, whether he wanted to or not.”

			Empathy

			The capacity for empathy, the ability to “feel” into another person, to temporarily identify with the psychological state of another person is primarily derived from the early mother-child relationship, but siblings may also contribute to its development in each other. Observers have been impressed with the understanding that develops between young siblings (Dunn and Kendrick 1982, Provence and Solnit 1983, Stewart 1983), the concern they often show for one another, and the efforts they frequently make to help or comfort each other. Their close contact, their similarities, and their common experiences sometimes make it possible for siblings to understand each other better than their parents do (Stewart 1983). This attunement between siblings does not necessarily lead to caring and concern. Frequently it enables brothers and sisters to know precisely what will upset, annoy, or provoke each other.

			Siblings as Alter Egos

			The understanding that develops between siblings is thought to have an important value in itself. Although Heinz Kohut (1971, 1984) did not, to my knowledge, write specifically about siblings, he has noted how a person who is perceived as similar to an individual may be experienced as having a special understanding of them that helps to sustain their self-worth. According to Kohut, the need for such a person can be revived in treatment, leading to what he referred to as an alter ego or twinship transference.

			I became aware of this transference in my work with an adult patient, Marjorie, who was an only child. Marjorie was preoccupied with finding or establishing similarities between us. She copied my dress and my hairstyle, and frequently scanned my bookshelves trying to find volumes that she also owned. Initially I thought this behavior might represent wishes for merger or an effort to compete with me. However, we came to understand that her wish for us to be alike, at that time in the treatment, represented a wish for a sibling, who she believed would be like her and therefore better able to understand her. As an only child she had longed for a brother or sister who would share her experiences and as a result would be able to appreciate how difficult her life with her troubled parents was. Were I to be a sister, I would “really” know her, and she would “really” feel understood.

			The wish that a therapist be a “good sibling” is not limited to only children. It can sometimes be seen in patients who have had troubled relationships with their siblings or who have had a brother or sister who they could not share their experiences and feelings with. This was true for John, a severely depressed young man who had an older brother who was mentally retarded. Early in the treatment John frequently tried to engage me in highly intellectual discussions, which at first I thought might be a defensive effort to avoid talking about more disturbing matters. However, as we considered this behavior together, we learned that he was trying to engage with me as if I were the strong, healthy brother he had longed for, the brother who would be his equal, with whom he could share ideas, and from whom he might learn.

			Mentalization

			The capacity to mentalize (Twemlow, Fonagy, and Sacco 2005) refers to the ability to accurately perceive, anticipate, and act on one’s own mental states and the mental states of others. When we understand our own actions and those of others as motivated by mental states, behaviors become more comprehensible and predictable. It makes it possible for a child to begin to comprehend the behaviors of others, including their caretakers. If a parent, for example, seems on occasion to be unresponsive, the ability to understand that this may be caused by something within the parent can protect a child from inappropriately assuming that the reaction is in response to his or her behavior and ultimately to the child him- or herself (Fonagy 1998). Mentalization has important 
implications for affect regulation, self-monitoring, impulse control, and a sense of oneself as agent (Fonagy 2001). Although this capacity develops from a secure early attachment to the primary caregiver, it is thought that the entire family can influence its development (Twemlow et al. 2005).

			Siblings play a role in promoting this ability to reflect on the minds of others and to begin to gain an understanding of others’ actions and thoughts. Siblings who are fairly close in age have been observed to talk to each other about mental states in both themselves and others at about three years of age. According to one study (Brown, Donelan-McCall, and Dunn 1996) they do so more frequently with each other than with their mothers. This has been attributed to the extensive amount of time they spend in each other’s company and the play they engage in together. Moreover, when parents try to mediate arguments between their children, which is perhaps one of the most frequent interventions that parents make, they often tend to talk about feelings and intentions. This helps to introduce the idea that the behavior of others is motivated. The everyday explanations that parents offer in these situations (such as when a mother tells her angry three-year-old daughter that when her younger brother grabbed the first cookie out of the oven, he did not know that mother had promised her she could have it) help a child become aware that there are different reasons people act as they do.

			Symbiosis and Separation

			In my use of the concept of symbiosis, I draw on Gergeley’s (2000) reconceptualization of Mahler and her colleagues’understanding of the term. Instead of considering symbiosis as a state of perceptual undifferentiation, Gergely has suggested that it be considered in terms of its biological meaning, that is, as a term that refers to a close coexistence between two organisms in which some of the vital life functions of one of the participants are facilitated or fulfilled by the actions of the other. Insofar as the presence of a sibling may at times be psychologically vital to an individual, it seems reasonable to consider that siblings may, as some investigators have proposed (Leichtman 1985; Mahler, Pine, and Bergman 1975), experience a symbiotic-like relationship with each other or as Pine (2004) has proposed “moments” during which one or both siblings may feel as if they are “one” with the other.

			Mahler and her colleagues have written about Teddy and his fourteen-and-a-half-year-old older brother Charlie, whose relationship they considered as having a “symbiotic tinge” (p. 171). Around the time of Teddy’s birth, his mother lost her father and became less emotionally available. This appears to have led the brothers to turn to each other. Their mother further encouraged their strong tie and treated them as if they were twins. When Teddy was about twenty-two months old, Charlie moved to a different nursery program and Teddy seemed lost. He became more alert, however, when Charlie visited the center where they had once been together.

			There was a time when Teddy was asked his name and he replied, “Charlie,” and a period when he wanted to wear Charlie’s clothes and refused to wear his own. Observers felt that this was not merely a wishful fantasy but suggested some actual confusion in identity. They concluded that at least in Teddy’s fantasy life, he and Charlie were interchangeable.

			The identity confusion that Teddy experienced has been noted among twins. This “twinning reaction,” as Joseph and Tabor (1961) have called it, consists of a mutual inter-identification between twins and a partial fusion of the self and object representations that can lead to a diffuseness of ego boundaries (Ainslie 1999). The twinning reaction, however, is not exclusively a feature of twin relationships. It can occur in other relationships in which there is an unusual closeness between two persons. With Teddy and Charlie, their closeness in age, their continuous contact, and the fact that their mother tended to treat them as if they were a pair, seem to have favored such a response.

			Vincent and Theo van Gogh

			Vincent and Theo van Gogh appear to have had a symbiotic-like relationship with each other that continued over the years. According to his sister-in-law, the brothers were inseparable as children (van Gogh-Bonger 1913). As in the case of young Teddy, whose mother had lost her father before his birth, van Gogh’s mother had experienced a significant loss before Vincent was born. She had given birth to a stillborn infant the previous year. Whether in her grief she had withdrawn from her sons, leaving them to look to each other, we can only conjecture. We do know that the brothers remained extremely close as adults. They lived together for two years and wrote to each other almost daily for many years. Shortly after Theo became engaged to be married, Vincent experienced his first breakdown, and it was following the birth of Theo’s first child that Vincent committed suicide. Theo’s marriage and his becoming a father may be looked upon as having created greater separateness between the two brothers. After Vincent died, Theo became mentally ill and six months later was buried at Vincent’s side, suggesting again how closely intertwined these brothers were.

			Marie and Eileen

			Eileen Simpson, a psychotherapist (1987), has written about her intensely close relationship with her ten-months-older sister, Marie. The sisters lost their mother when Eileen was eleven months old and Marie was twenty-one months old. Six years later their father died and the girls were orphans. In considering what might make an orphan “reasonably lucky,” Eileen put having a brother or sister at the top of her list.

			During their early years the girls had been raised as if they were twins. Their hair had been cut in the same way, they were dressed alike, were given the same gifts, were often punished as if they were one person, and when one was sick, both were frequently put to bed.

			Eileen could not tolerate being separated from Marie. When she was hospitalized for a mastoidectomy, she only began to improve when her father convinced the hospital personnel to allow Marie to visit her. When Marie eloped at the age of eighteen, Eileen was devastated. She became listless, lost weight, and had other health problems. The loss of her sister, Eileen noted, had been like a death to her.

			In her novel The Member of the Wedding (1946), Carson McCullers has captured what it may be like when a child forms a symbiotic-like relationship with a sibling. She writes about twelve-year-old Frankie, whose mother died when Frankie was born. When Frankie learns that her brother is to be married, she is inconsolable. She feels alone and abandoned. She seeks comfort in the lap of Bernice, the family’s housekeeper, slowing her breath in order to breathe in time with Bernice in order that they may be close as “one body” (p. 97). Frankie develops a fantasy intended to deny her loss. Having declared that her brother and his bride-to-be are the “we of me” (p. 35), she proclaims that she will be a “member of the wedding” (p. 38). According to Katherine Dalsimer (1979), who has studied the play from a psychoanalytic perspective, Frankie seeks to re-create an infantile state of fusion with her older brother and his bride-to-be through this fantasy. Ultimately the fantasy is relinquished and Frankie finds a resolution in the form of her friendship with another teenager. Friendship, Dalsimer notes, allows Frankie a sense of connection without a regression to an illusion of merger.

			Such intense ties between siblings seem more likely to occur when, as in the case of the brothers or sisters noted above, a parent is emotionally unavailable or has died or when parents have treated siblings as if they were twins. Yet Helen Meyers (2008) has observed what she has termed a “symbiotic” relationship between sisters two or three years apart in age who had no other siblings, which is sooner or later followed by intense hostility between them and finally by a return to their original closeness. Meyers regards this sequence between sisters’ close in age as normal and universal.

			Separation

			Ordinarily, maturational forces and the inevitable frustrations, demands, and restrictions that siblings impose on one another, as well as their conflicts around envy, rivalry, and jealousy (Jacobson 1964) help to promote differentiation between brothers and sisters. Mahler and her colleagues, for example, reported that when Teddy was about three and a half, and the brothers started to assert themselves and fight with one another, Teddy began to gain a sense of himself as distinguished from his brother.

			In a study of letters written by preadolescents, Pauline Kernberg and Arlene Richards (1988) share a letter written by an eleven-year-old girl that suggests the struggle siblings may experience in separating from each other. The writer notes that she is eleven and her sister is nine. She complains about her sister copying everything she does. She realizes, she says, that she should feel flattered but it troubles her to have her original ideas copied. Asking her sister to stop has not been effective. She continues on with a few other complaints about her sister but ends by noting that she is a “good friend considering.” After reading the letter one gets a sense of this young girl’s efforts to separate and be her own person while her sister appears to be trying to hold on to their connection. At the same time the older sister’s affection for her younger sibling is clear and there is a suggestion that she too is finding their separation a bit difficult.

			The achievement of separation and individuation gains not only from siblings differentiating and separating from each other, but also from the way brothers and sisters help to promote each other’s separation from their parents. The very presence of siblings is likely to interrupt or lessen to some extent each individual child’s tie with their parents. Older siblings also often support, stimulate, and encourage their younger sibling’s efforts to move into the world beyond the family, while the admiration and sometimes envy that younger children accord their older siblings for their independent activities can serve as a developmental stimulus.

			Individuation

			Individuation is the process that leads to the development of one’s own personal and unique characteristics and helps to form the core of a sense of identity. Identifications with parents contribute significantly to this process. Older siblings also frequently serve as models for their younger siblings, and younger siblings frequently try to develop characteristics or abilities in order to catch up with or impress or achieve the approval of their older brothers or sisters. In turn, older siblings are likely to find encouragement for their efforts to individuate in the admiration given to them for their achievements by their little brothers and sisters.

			Edith Jacobson (1964) has pointed out that individuation also gains from a child’s hatred and envy and wishes to surpass that same sibling. In fact, she concluded that individuation actually gains greater momentum from children’s more ambivalent relations with their rivals than from their closeness with their mothers.

			I am reminded of a young woman, Julie, who loved, envied, and hated her brother. He was an excellent athlete and an outstanding student whom she felt her parents favored over her. Although her love and admiration for him contributed to her desire to be like him, it was my impression that her envy, her wishes to surpass him, and the aggression these feelings mobilized were what fueled her intense efforts to be the athlete he was and that she one day became.

			The inability to achieve a brother’s or sister’s desired characteristics or accomplishments also helps children learn the difference between wishful and more or less realistic self and object images, between what they want to be and what they are capable of being (Jacobson 1964). The sister of an accomplished musician may lack her sibling’s talents so that regardless of how persevering she is, she cannot perform as well. Confrontation with one’s limitations and the more or less successful acceptance of them are among the developmental struggles that help transform a child’s early feelings of omnipotence into a more reality-based view of the self.

			Disidentification with a sibling can also affect identify formation. Mary had grown up determined to be as unlike her ill-tempered, aggressive, emotionally disturbed older sister as possible. This led her to inhibit any show of anger and aggression. She became the “good” child in the family, in school, and elsewhere. Although this proved adaptive to the extent that she won the approval and admiration of others, it ultimately limited her capacity for assertiveness and effectance. Moreover, in seeking to fashion a self different from her sister she had developed what Winnicott has termed a “false self” (1960), which sometimes made her feel as if she were an actress rather than a real person.

			Siblings and Sexuality

			Sexual attraction between siblings, like sibling rivalry, is perhaps the most studied aspect of the sibling experience and I have included a separate chapter on the topic. However, let me say a few words about it here. Despite the fact that Freud concluded that siblings are among a child’s first love objects, along with parents, and that incestuous wishes among siblings are universal (Freud 1916–1917), the tendency among psychoanalysts in the past was to view sexual strivings between siblings as representing a defense against the greater threat of incestuous wishes toward their parents. Today we recognize that brothers and sisters can also constitute primary loved and hated figures in and of themselves, not just substitutes for their mothers and fathers (Parens 1999).

			Erotic fantasies and sexual play between siblings are common and in the context of a positive relationship they may be developmentally useful. They can pave the way for adult sexuality and help to transform sexual wishes for the parents into age-appropriate wishes directed toward peers (Parens 1988). On the other hand they may seriously interfere with development and lead to pathology.

			An Oedipal-like Sibling Relationship

			According to Sharpe and Rosenblatt (1994), relationships develop between siblings and between siblings and parents that involve desire and bear the characteristics of the oedipal parental triangle. Oedipal-like relationships may exist parallel to and relatively independent of the parental oedipal constellation. Romantic feelings and fantasies for a brother or sister may exert a strong influence on an individual’s later identifications, patterns of object relating, and choice of adult love objects.

			Recognition that siblings may be attracted romantically and sexually to each other as people in their own right and not just as displacement figures for parents is important to bear in mind. I am reminded of a young man, Norman, whom I analyzed many years ago. The depression that brought Norman into treatment began following his wife’s announcement that she was planning to divorce him. He felt abandoned and humiliated.

			Norman had one sister, seven years his senior, with whom he had been close as a child. As adults, however, they each had made very separate lives and saw each other infrequently. This changed after his wife left. Knowing that he was depressed, she and her husband reached out to him and he found them both very supportive.

			In speaking of his sister in one of his sessions, Norman told of a game she had played with him when she put him to bed as a little boy. She would bounce him up and down, then kiss him and say goodnight. They referred to the game as “Bedtime Bounces.” Norman recalled being very excited during the game and feeling great affection for his sister. She was very attentive to him until she married during his adolescence. He recalled feeling hurt and disappointed at the wedding, as if he had somehow been betrayed.

			After Norman’s depression lessened and his divorce became final, he began to date one woman after another. He never invited a woman out more than two or three times, and he seemed to experience some satisfaction in the hurt he imagined they felt when he “dumped” them. He took particular delight in telling his sister about each new woman, praising their physical attributes and boasting how quickly he got them into bed. His sister became concerned about his promiscuity, reminding him of the possible danger to his health. Norman was convinced she said this because she was jealous of these women. He came to recognize that he wanted her to be jealous and by flaunting these women in front of her, he was doing what he felt she had done to him when she married.

			During those years, I was paying too little attention to siblings. I interpreted these associations to his sister as a displacement of feelings about his mother and his wish for revenge against her. I failed to explore his love for his sister as a person in her own right. As a result, I missed the opportunity to help Norman see that he had had two disappointing loves, one for his sister and one for his mother.

			Envy, Jealousy, Rivalry, and 
Hatred as Forces for Growth

			Whereas envy, jealousy, and rivalry are interrelated experiences, they are not the same (Neubauer 1982). Envy is a wish to possess the admired or idealized attributes of a sibling. It involves two persons. Jealousy involves three persons. It has to do with the resentment a child experiences over the love a sibling gains from a parent. Rivalry among siblings involves a struggle between them for exclusive access to the caregiver.

			When envy, jealousy, and rivalry are extreme, they may seriously interfere with development and lead to pathology. However, under ordinary circumstances they can, according to Edith Jacobson (1964), help to promote separation and the establishment of a sense of self. Wanting what another sibling has, for example, and making efforts to secure it helps in differentiating self from other. The aggression that is aroused by envy and jealousy also aids the process (Blanck and Blanck 1994) in so far as aggression is understood as a force that “serves to undo connections” (Freud 1940, p. 148).

			Competition between siblings, when not excessive, can also further development. Not only does it strengthen demarcation of self from other, but in helping to stimulate the fullest use of an individual’s abilities and talents it contributes to the individuation process. A healthy competitive spirit is an advantage in many fields. Science, for example, is an intensely competitive enterprise (Jamison 2004). Harvard geneticist Richard Lewontin (1980, 
pp. 1–2) has noted, “What every scientist knows, but few will admit is that the requirement for great success is great ambition. Moreover, the ambition is for personal triumph over other men, not merely over nature.” He goes on to claim that science is a competitive and aggressive enterprise, “a contest of man against man that provides knowledge as a side product.”

			Learning to cope with sibling rivalry during the preoedipal period may be helpful when children meet the challenges of the oedipal period. Recognition that one’s siblings also cannot win the oedipal struggle may reduce some of the feelings of disappointment and failure attendant on not winning the loved parent. That siblings may play some role in a child’s negotiation of the Oedipus complex was suggested by Freud (1916–1917) when he pointed out that in the case of girls the love of an older brother may help her deal with her disappointment in not winning the oedipal love of her father. On the other hand an inability to deal with their sibling envy and jealousy may lead some children to experience more intense conflicts over these same feelings during the oedipal phase (Kris and Ritvo 1983).

			Ambivalence

			It is ordinarily neither all envy or all admiration, nor all hate or all love that siblings feel for each other. The sibling relationship is perhaps the most ambivalent of all relationships. From early on, affectionate, sexual, and hateful destructive feelings exist side by side. Initially, young children are likely to more or less freely express their hatred of each other verbally and sometimes physically. As they realize that their parents love their siblings and are distressed by any hostility they show toward them, fear of losing their parents or of losing their love generally compels brothers and sisters to try to curb their hostile impulses toward one another. Such defenses as reaction formation and repression help children to manage their ambivalence by intensifying their positive feelings. Later, the development of capacities for tolerating frustration, for understanding what may be going on in the minds of others, for distinguishing thought from deed, for forgiveness, as well as acceptance of the normality of contradictory feelings, makes it easier to hold opposing feelings.

			An example of the difficulties siblings can face in contending with their ambivalent feelings toward each other has been beautifully described by Terri Apter in her book The Sister Knot (2007). Apter writes of the discomfort of twenty-five-year-old Donna, who describes how painful it was for her to have both loving and hateful feelings for her four-year-younger sister. However much she hated her sister and wanted everyone to see how terrible her sister was, when she discovered some individuals shouting at her sister, she found herself running to comfort her. At the same time she wanted to punch her. In her confusion she started to cry and her sister then tried to comfort her, which annoyed her. Who was she to comfort her? Yet she found her efforts cute and funny and realized how much she loved her, which in turn she says made her feel defeated.

			Learning to be able to love and hate the same person is essential if one is to maintain relationships with others. Those individuals who cannot deal with ambivalent feelings are likely to resort to splitting, by which good and bad perceptions and feelings about a person are kept separate. This seems to have been the case with Freud (1900b). As noted in the introduction to 
this volume, Freud had an extremely close sibling-like relationship with his nephew, John, who was only a year his senior. Inseparable friends, according to Freud’s account, they both loved and hated each other. Freud said of John that he had “many reincarnations which revived now one side and now another of his personality” (p. 424). Freud went on to trace his strong need for an intimate friend and a hated enemy back to this relationship. One is reminded of the close relationships that Freud enjoyed with such favored colleagues as Adler and Jung whom he came to view as enemies when they disagreed with certain of his ideas.

			Differences among Siblings

			Many investigators have tried to account for the differences between biologically related siblings despite their genetic similarities. For some, the determining factor has been the order of birth. One of Freud’s early followers, Alfred Adler (1928), considered this to be a major determinant in shaping each child’s personality. He saw the birth of a new baby as “dethroning” the oldest child, who, if he or she manages to overcome this trauma, does so by serving as a surrogate parent to younger siblings. In this position the eldest child is apt to overemphasize the importance of law and order and become a conservative who is focused on gaining power. The youngest child, Adler suggested, who does not experience this fall from on high, often becomes lazy and spoiled and has problems becoming independent. Overshadowed by older siblings, the youngest child is likely to experience a sense of inferiority. However, if the youngest child does decide to compete, Adler noted, he or she is frequently successful.

			A contemporary proponent of the importance of birth order in shaping each sibling’s personality is Frank Sulloway (1996), an evolutionary psychologist. According to Sulloway, siblings are impelled by the law of natural selection to develop adaptations that shape their personalities in ways designed to prepare them for the competitive struggle for family resources and approval. In an effort to succeed, they each find a different niche in the family, adopting various strategies that are dependent upon their ordinal positions, and these strategies become embedded in their characters. First-born children, he claims, tend to identify with the parents and to use power and authority to maintain their position and status. Youngest children are left to oppose the status quo and frequently develop into rebels. Among them are the explorers, iconoclasts, and heretics of the world. Middle children, he suggests, tend toward creative mediation and compromise.

			Dalton Conley (2004), a sociologist, has concluded that the major differences among children in a family have to do with the particular familial and societal context into which each child is born. What is critical are the social and economic circumstances that confront a family at the time of each child’s birth and during the children’s early years. One child may arrive in a family when financial circumstances are favorable, another when a father has lost his job. One may be born when a marriage is going well, another when parents are thinking of divorcing. Certain children are thus likely to receive more or less of the emotional and financial resources of a family, and it is what they receive, Conley proposes, that helps to determine who they become.

			In their investigations, Dunn and Plomin (1990) did not find a clear link between individual differences in personality or psychopathology and birth order among the siblings they studied. In their opinion, it is only one of many factors that are likely to account for the differences between children in the same family. Among those factors I would include the innate capacities of each sibling, the unique responses of parents to each of their offspring, the impact siblings have on one another, and the cultural, social, psychological, and as Conley (2004) has noted, the economic circumstances into which each child is born in a family. No child is born into exactly the same environment; children are born with different temperaments and innate capacities and are likely to experience and respond to their environments differently, despite having had similar experiences.

			Parents also respond differently to each of their offspring. Among the factors influencing their reactions are their children’s physical and temperamental endowment. Years ago, as a child welfare worker, I was helping a young, troubled mother prepare her eight-month-old baby, John, for a medical visit. An active little boy, he was squirming as she tried to dress him. She became very angry, calling him a “bad boy” and accusing him of being just like “wild Tom,” whom I later learned was her older, hated brother. She admonished her baby for not being like his four-year-old brother, who was a “good” child, as I later learned she had been. At the time of this encounter, I tried to point out that John was actually doing just what he was supposed to be doing at his age. He was using and exercising his muscles and it was clear that he was developing well physically. I went on to suggest that the fact that he could do so was a testimony to the good care she was giving him. I am afraid my words made little difference, and I have occasionally wondered over the years what happened to these brothers. I imagine them as becoming very different, in part, as a result of their different innate dispositions, and in part as a result of their mother’s different perceptions and reactions to them.

			Siblings may also different develop traits and personalities in order to distinguish themselves from each other and to achieve a sense of uniqueness or to surpass each other or to win more approval from their parents. To this end they may adopt different roles in the family (the good one, the helpful one, the funny one; Apter 2007).

			One patient, Roseann, noted that while growing up she was aware that her older brother Felix’s much sought-after approval of her depended upon her letting him shine in the family. Felix was a talented, bright, exceptionally accomplished boy. Roseann felt that she could best gain his favor by serving as his admiring audience, and she made little effort to excel in anything herself. As an adult, Felix became an outstanding leader in his field. Roseann became a competent teacher, but did not achieve the success her brother did. However, after her brother died, Roseann, now in her early seventies, began to explore a variety of creative pursuits and discovered an exceptional talent for writing. When her first short story was accepted by a prestigious magazine, she began to wonder if she had not inhibited her own talents for much of her life in order to preserve her connection with her brother. With his death, she had been released from the role of constant admirer and was free to realize her own potentialities.

			When Siblings Grow Up

			As brothers and sisters grow up, their relationships may change as they themselves change. Two brothers, two years apart, may be very close as little boys but over time they may move further apart as their interests diverge. I can still remember my own five-year-younger sister’s unhappiness when I began junior high and she was still in elementary school. Despite our age difference, we had spent a great deal of time together during the years we were in the same school. However, when I moved to a new school, I joined a club of girls and spent most of my after-school hours with them. My sister was distressed and angry. She got her revenge by doing something to embarrass me whenever the club met at our house. Yet when we became adults and wives and mothers we once again had much in common.

			Studies suggest that even brothers and sisters whose relationships have been less than harmonious in the past frequently begin to develop more positive exchanges as they mature. Steven Bank (1995), in his review of the literature about siblings as adults, found that almost every study of adult siblings since the 1960s has shown an increase in contacts and closeness between siblings, even as early as college (Cicerelli 1995).

			A number of factors may account for this. When development has proceeded favorably siblings are likely to approach their differences with greater maturity. As they make their own lives apart from their families they are less likely to experience the friction or conflict they felt while growing up. Relationships with mates, friends, colleagues, and their own children tend to diminish the role siblings play in each other’s lives and help dilute the intensity of past conflicts. Marian’s relationship with her sisters suggests how the pattern of sibling exchanges may alter over the years as circumstances change.

			Marian

			Marian, a wife and mother of a young baby, spoke of how her resentment and anger toward her sisters, Roberta, who was eight years her senior and Rose, who was six years older, had dissipated over time. She envied them for receiving more of their mother’s attention than she did. Her mother was forced to give more to Rose, who suffered from epilepsy and mental retardation, and whatever energy she had left, Marian felt she gave to Roberta, who was the smart one in the family. Marian had always felt left out.

			When they were children, Marian claimed that Roberta largely ignored her, except to criticize her. She was convinced that Roberta hated her. Her relationship with Rose was that of caretaker. Her mother worked and it was Marian’s responsibility to watch Rose when Rose returned from a special program until their mother came home in the early evening. Caring for Rose was difficult. Marian had been warned that Rose might die at any minute if not adequately protected. Keeping Rose safe became a daunting challenge, and fear that she might die on Marian’s watch was a constant concern. Rose did not take well to her sister’s being in charge of her, insisting that as the older sister, she did not need to mind Marian. Overburdened, anxious, and very angry, Marian tried to encourage her mother to institutionalize Rose, to no avail.

			Marian attributed the positive changes in her current relationships with her sisters to the fact that she now had a loving husband and a responsive baby who provided her with the attention she felt she had missed as a child. Her parents had also become more attentive to her since she had provided them with their first grandchild. She no longer had reason to envy her sisters.

			Moreover, she and Roberta have arrived at a “truce.” Much to her surprise, Roberta offered to help her when she brought the baby home from the hospital. In that week they spent together, they had begun to form a bond.

			Marian also found her relationship with Rose much easier since she has been relieved of the responsibilities and frustrations she experienced as Rose’s caretaker. The fact that Rose seems happy in the group home where she was placed a number of years ago has also been important. It has freed Marian from the guilt she experienced as a result of her strong wish to have Rose placed in an institution when they were growing up.

			Ann

			Adult siblings who may not have enjoyed a good relationship as children may be brought closer by life circumstances. This was the case with Ann, a sixty-five-year-old woman and her five-year-older brother, Leonard. Ann sought treatment for her depression after the death of her ninety-five-year-old mother. She had lost her husband the previous year. With the death of her mother, Ann found herself the co-executor with her brother of her mother’s estate, which necessitated considerably more contact than they ordinarily had.

			Leonard had treated her badly as a child, sometimes attacking her physically, to the point that her parents had to intervene to keep him from hurting her. He was also her father’s favorite and an object of considerable envy. She had been particularly angry that he was allowed to attend college away from home while she had to attend a local university and live with her parents.

			As adults, brother and sister were cordial but distant. The families got together for holidays but otherwise they saw little of each other. Forced to spend more time with him, she was surprised to find how fair and considerate he was of her.

			At one point during her treatment Ann required surgery, and Leonard was extremely attentive to her. Although she was moved by his efforts on her behalf, she was surprised to find that she was also uncomfortable. He seemed so different than in the past. She had always taken pride in the fact that she was the kinder of the two. She had gained a certain sense of self-value from the belief that she was a better person than he was. Now she had to revise her picture of him. This meant modifying her view of herself.

			In one session, she remarked that perhaps it was time for her to begin to see her brother as the aging man he now was, a man who had experienced some painful tragedies in the years since they were children. As she began to view the brother of today more closely, she began to reflect on what it might have been like for him to have had her come on the scene after having been the only child for five years. Perhaps his childhood had not been as idyllic as she had thought.

			Ann’s experience is a reminder that representations of significant others and of our relationships with them that were registered in our minds as we were growing up may exert a continuing influence on how we perceive and relate to them in the present. This occurs despite the fact that who others are in the here and now may be different from how they were once experienced. It is one of the tasks of therapy to help individuals understand how past perceptions of significant persons and their relationships with them may still be influencing—in some instances distorting—their present perceptions and reactions to them.

			Fortunately, Ann was open to looking at her brother anew, was able to revise her image of him as well as of herself, and as a result was free to establish a more amicable relationship with him. With her husband deceased, her children living at a great distance, and the loss of close friends either through death or relocation, her brother’s friendship made a significant difference in her life.

			Of course, things do not always improve. For some siblings, the stresses and challenges of their adult lives expose the fault lines in their relationship. The struggles they face may overly tax their emotional resources and revive childhood rivalries and conflicts. Dealing with the infirmities of aging parents and their deaths may create discord. Resentments on the part of those children who serve as caretakers of their parents against those who do not assist, conflicts over decisions about their care, or difficulties around inheritances are often divisive.

			Mitchell

			Mitchell, a man in his late sixties, had two brothers, two and four years younger than him. He did not recall them being rivalrous as they were growing up and was surprised to find that when he and his wife offered to share their home with their ninety-year-old mother who could no longer live alone, both brothers became upset. It meant that she would be living at a greater distance from them. Mitchell found that there was more envy and jealousy in the family than he had been aware of. His brothers insisted that their mother be placed in a facility that was equally close to each of them. The only place they could locate that was equidistant turned out to be at a considerable distance from each brother’s home. As a result, visits to their mother were infrequent.

			In the case of Jeanette and Ruby, their jealousy of each other followed their father to the grave. While he was dying, the two sisters began to argue over where he was to be buried when he passed away. Each insisted that he be buried near them. The argument only ended when they realized that their father had expressed a wish to be cremated. This meant that they could each keep some of his ashes close to them.

			Siblings in Old Age

			As siblings enter old age their parents have died, they have often lost their spouses, their children have left home, friends may have moved away or passed on, and they are frequently dealing with declining health and facing their own mortality. Under such circumstances the sibling relationship with all its complexity and ambivalence sometimes becomes more meaningful. Some studies (Bank and Kahn 1997, Gold 1987) suggest that although siblings may continue to experience rivalry in their later years, shared memories of family experiences frequently cushion its impact. Some of those interviewed by Gold (1987) who felt they had been hurt by siblings earlier in life indicated that they thought old age was a time for mellowing and forgetting previous conflicts.

			The demands and challenges of old age sometimes lead to significant changes in the relationship between siblings. I think here of Maureen, an eighty-year-old woman, who throughout her life had been very close to her three-year-older sister, Emily.

			Maureen’s mother died when she was five, leaving the sisters with a father who was unable to care for them. Maureen was sent to an aunt and Emily was placed in an orphanage. When the girls were in their teens their father took them to live with him. Unfortunately, what the sisters had so longed for turned out to be a disaster. Their father’s household was chaotic. He was inattentive and provided only the bare essentials that the girls required.

			As soon as she was able, Emily took a job and tried to provide what she could for herself and for Maureen. It was Emily who purchased a winter coat for her when their father refused to give her the money. Maureen felt very grateful to her. Their roles changed, however, when the man Emily planned to marry, a man she had grown up with in the orphanage, was killed in World War II. Emily was distraught with grief and Maureen recalls thinking, “Now I must take care of her.”

			As it turned out Emily had much need for Maureen’s care over the years. She had several unhappy marriages and at one point was left with a young child and no resources. Maureen provided financial assistance and emotional support through the many crises that her sister faced. She gave, she said, out of love, loyalty, and gratitude, as well as out of respect for her sister’s courage and her prodigious efforts to be as independent as she could be under the adverse circumstances of her life. At the same time, Maureen was often angry and resentful, feeling that too much was being asked of her. When she felt this way she saw herself as a “bad” person. She also felt guilty about having more money and material comforts than her sister. She frequently deprived herself of advantages she might have as a way of expiating her guilt.

			Nonetheless, the sisters were compatible all through the years. They enjoyed each other’s company and shared many interests. However, by the time she was eighty, Emily had lost most of her friends and had become increasingly isolated, withdrawn, and anxious. Her need for Maureen’s support and advice increased. At the same time, Maureen began to feel the weight of her years and found it increasingly difficult to listen to Emily’s concerns and to deal with her increasing dysphoria. She realized that if they were to continue to have a good relationship, she would have to acknowledge the limitations of what she could do for her sister, and she began to encourage Emily to seek professional help. At first Emily was reluctant, but when Maureen became insistent, she acquiesced. Maureen’s role as “good sister” then became that of finding a good therapist for Emily, which she did. In the end, Maureen felt that her ability to relinquish the caretaker role that she had become accustomed to play and Emily’s work in her therapy saved their valued relationship.

			Fortunately Maureen and Emily were able to change the way they related to each other without serious conflict. One can imagine situations when this might not be the case. Over time, the roles we play tend to become an aspect of our identity, and relinquishing them can be experienced as a disturbing loss.

			Old age can also be a time when the disappointment of not having had a “good enough” brother or sister becomes keener. For example, Carlotta, an eighty-year-old woman who had been an important source of support for her chronically depressed seventy-five-year-old brother all through the years, spoke of how troubling it was that she could not speak of her cancer with her brother, much less look to him for support. It would only make him more depressed. He could offer her nothing. One of the reasons she so valued her treatment was because it provided her with an opportunity to speak of her concerns without fear that she would overburden her therapist. Yet, how good it would have been to have had a stronger brother with whom she could share both the pleasures and the difficulties of their old age.

			According to Stephen Bank (1995), the development of closeness between siblings during old age can stimulate further development. Working out and accepting one’s relationship with a brother or sister is an important achievement.

			Unfortunately many relationships between siblings remain frozen in the past. One sees an example of this in the two brothers in Arthur Miller’s drama The Price (1968) who have had little to do with each other over the years. The brothers are finally brought together by their father’s death in order to dispose of his estate. The men are very different from one another. The elder, Walter, has been educated and is rich and famous; the younger, Victor, is a poor, self-sacrificing policeman, who gave up college and his ambition to be a scientist in order to support their father. His hurt and resentment of his brother’s failure to assist with his father are always with him. When the brothers meet in the play, Walter has had a breakdown and has been hospitalized. He is trying to rebuild his life and wants to form a closer relationship with his brother. He expresses his regret over what has transpired in the past, revealing that he had in fact attempted to assist their father financially. Their father, however, refused his assistance and never disclosed his offer to Victor. Victor remains unmoved by this information, as far as one can tell, and the play ends without a rapprochement between the brothers.

			The audience is given the impression that Walter received psychotherapy when he was recently hospitalized that left him open to and desirous of a new relationship with his brother. However, Victor could not alter his perceptions of his brother and his reactions to him, so strong was the power of his earlier experiences.

			Miller has shown us how early unmodified representations of siblings can retain their influence throughout life (Volkan and Ast 1997). Perhaps if Victor had had the opportunity for treatment, as his brother did, a new relationship between these aging brothers might have become possible, one that would allow them to find companionship and support in each other in the years to come.

			Remarks

			These and other research findings as well as clinical experience attest to the importance of the attachment siblings form with one another and the role they may play in fostering each other’s development. Although obviously not as critical to an individual’s development as their parents, brothers and sisters can, as seen in this chapter, help to promote separation and individuation, facilitate the development of such capacities as empathy, mentalization, and promote socialization, as well as influence other developmental achievements. On the other hand, as we shall see in later chapters, the relationship between siblings may impede development, create troubling conflicts, and sometimes play a pathogenic role.

			We have seen too how, as with parents, object representations of siblings and representations of the interactions with them are registered in the mind and serve as templates that guide relationships with others (Schore 2003). These inner representations influence the way they relate to mates, children, friends, and helping professionals. Recognition of the important role that siblings play in the development and lives of individuals has implications for both clinicians and social policy planners, as will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters.
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