News of the death of our much loved friend and teacher, Dick Auerswald,

sifted through the family therapy community with frightening speed.

Almost at the same moment that we knew he was seriously ill, we needed

to acknowledge that he was hopelessly ill. He died, of what was finally

diagnosed as a primary liver cancer, on 23 October, 1997. He was 71

years old.

He died at the home he shared with his long term partner, Alma Menn. 

There was a bit of time for local friends to congregate; mercifully, his

children Sarah and David and their families could be present so that

those dearest to him could help him with his dying.. With Dick's

habitual grace, as he was able, he telephoned parting words to friends,

then  posted a Do Not Resuscitate notice and lapsed into a final coma.

Dick had an exceptionally powerful mind and an unshakeable commitment to

the fundamental importance of epistemological issues in the human

enterprise.  These concerns preoccupied early workers and fueled the

ascendant brilliance of family therapy. But, for many,  they have

lapsed, or perhaps never even been sighted , as an area of interest. For

Dick they were persistent: you had to always think about context and

what rules governed what you were thinking about and how you were

thinking about it. Consider such  titles as: "Interdisciplinary versus

Ecological Approach",     or, "Toward Epistemological Transformation in

the Education and Training of Family Therapists"  The list is long, and

there is a large body of, as yet, unpublished work. One can hope that,

as he wished, excellent epistemology would be the rock on which we would

build our church. This view was always tied to social concerns:

clinically Dick worked with poor families in a vast multitude of

cultures from New York's lower East Side to the island of Maui. He was

never bemused by material things. But, au fond, he always thought of

himself as a practicing eco- systemic epistemologist.

He brought this intelligence and the stance from which he spoke to his

many years of service to this Journal, as a contributing author,

Advisory Editor and member of the Editorial Board. In all of these

capacities he was a joy to have as a colleague. Dick managed to radiate

absolute integrity in a way that fully preserved the self respect of

those with whom he dealt. Dick was never ‘one up' but rather was always

at the same level: with the street kids he first worked with in New

York, at the Maui Community Mental Health Center, Honolulu,  and with

his colleagues on the Family Process Board.

 Dick Auerswald was also the goodest man I have ever known. He had a

gracefulness, a deep sweetness and honesty that never was shaken when he

saw hypocrisy and stupidity around him. Add that he was fun and funny.

What a treasure.

I want to close with some words recently written by a friend as she was

dying:


"Do not be afraid to take a little sadness with you


into the rest of your lives.


I take some with me


But breathe and open your soul to all the good that is to be for you,

too"

I believe Dick Auerswald could have said those words.

Don Bloch

WORKING WITH DICK AUERSWALD, MAUI 1975





    Norma Akamatsu

     In the summer of 1974 my (now) husband Ron Gatsik and I

departed the Upper West Side of Manhattan for the island of Maui,

Hawaii.  Ron had just completed 20 years of school, most recently

an Albert Einstein community psychiatry residency in the South

Bronx and mainly wanted to hang upside down from banana trees and

relax for a while.  A few years out of college and anxious to

define a career direction, I wanted to work.  We compromised by

traveling to Hawaii to teach for the Arica Institute, a "mystical

school," but through an admixture of social network and divine

luck also encountered Dick, who eventually asked us to work on a

project with him.

     Our mutual friend, Willie Yee, encouraged us to seek Dick

out.  Armed with this social tie, one day we knocked on his door

in the "upcountry" cattle‑grazing Maui hills to begin a long

albeit episodic friendship, lasting 24 years.  Dick was then

"Chief of Mental Health" for Maui County and 2 years into the

exciting and fantastically novel process of reorganizing the

mental health care system along the ecosystemic principles

consistently articulated in his published works.  I remember his

talk of a diagnosis‑free "respite care" where people in need of

shelter and support might reside together ‑‑ "juvenile

delinquent," "psychotic episode," "cognitively impaired elder" ‑‑

helping and learning from each other across the categories that

separated them in the dominant models of service delivery. 

(Dick's own favorite diagnosis, I recall, was "acute reimbursable

syndrome.")  He promoted "outdoor therapy," so the clinician could

directly experience the local ecology of the people requesting

help, and "big meetings" where all significant parties to a

problem could think, talk and work things out in a more holistic

context.  Among the myriad as‑yet‑undone ideas Dick had cooking

was a project directed at the growing ethnic/racial tension among

high school students on the island.  He hired us to facilitate

the recently HEW‑funded project that he had conceived and

designed.  He supervised our work over the next ten months.

     The mid‑seventies was a period of accelerating social change

on the island of Maui.  The agricultural economy of sugar cane

and pineapple was giving way to the development of tourism,

commercialization, and population growth, creating overall a

sense of encroachment and diminishing resources.  Cross‑cultural

tension was on the rise and evident among adolescents.  While

ethnic differences were not sufficient alone to generate

conflict, once a problem developed, alliances quickly formed

based on ethnic groupings.  In other words, a loosely workable

multi‑ethnic conglomeration disintegrated into "us versus them"

when another controversy arose.

     Dick used to tell a personal story of an early, dramatic

experience that was decisive in the shaping of his ideas:  As a

19 year old soldier in World War II, during the final days of the

European conflict, Dick was part of a squad invading a Bavarian

village.  Everyone knew the war was soon to end, so the defending

army of late draftees, very young and rather old men, quickly

surrendered, were taken prisoner by the Americans and held in an

abandoned cellar.  Time weighed heavily, and in the universal

boredom conversations between captors and captives began ‑‑

about plans interrupted by war, loves left behind, and the

eagerness to resume their former lives.  Unexpectedly, a large

German force entered the area, and with them, the alternate

reality of deadly conflict.  Dick reported that the shared

experience of the utter absurdity of the juxtaposition of these

parallel realities was  astounding.  In an instant, the bunch of

guys longing for home were returned to their former identities

as mortal enemies, "us versus them" in its most lethal extreme. 

After a brief discussion, the Americans decided to surrender to

avoid combat until the official end of war was declared.  Captors

and captives exchanged places and the connecting talk of mutual

concerns resumed. In Dick's words:

          We felt like the world had turned inside out.  Instead

          of feeling captured, we felt free.  Within that tiny

          cellar, the war did not exist, not even the word.  [It]

          somehow belonged to the world outside.  ...[I]nside our

          little cellar‑world, [it] had been cancelled.  [W]e

          felt paradoxically...alive, unowned, and free.

          (p.127)

     The purpose of the Maui Project as stated in Dick's proposal

was "to enhance intracultural and cross‑cultural communications

among different ethnic groups" by using a "method of video

feedback to facilitate expansion of the indigenous information

base available to each ethnic/racial group and to break the

anxiety cycle that has been operating with a fixed group

perception...of stereotypes."  Dick's phraseology was never

easy as he chose words with a deep appreciation for the

formidable biases embedded as epistemological premises in our

ordinary use of language.  He was also aware of the tendency to

dichotomize personal experience and theoretical argument, which

he took pains to overcome in his written works.  Typically he wed

personal story with theory, as I have briefly attempted here.

     The format Dick designed involved videotaping discussions

among five ethnically homogeneous groups of adolescents,

representing the major constituents of the island.  These

included Hawaiian adolescents (part‑Hawaiian as there are

virtually no pure‑blooded Hawaiians remaining), Portuguese,

Japanese, Filipinos and mainland whites or "haoles" (literally,

"strangers").  Dick's ecological perspective was concisely

exhibited in his choice of stimulus question:  What stereotypes

do you think others have about your group?  The question, itself,

was met by a kind of disconcerted surprise or "paradox face" as

students were called upon to develop an unexpected self‑

reflexivity and stand outside of their "us‑ness" and in the

subjectivity of "them."  

     This was enhanced by a three‑step feedback process:  In

Round I a group discussion was taped, edited, and then shown to a

second group for their response.  In Round II, the response of

the second group was taped, edited and shown to the original

group.  In Round III the response of the original group to the

second group's feedback was taped, edited and shown back to the

second group.  Once underway we realized we needed to provide the

students with the chance to review the edited version of their

own discussion before showing it to others.  An unplanned

opportunity for self‑observation evolved which became an

essential piece of the overall learning experience. 

     Dick was fascinated by the possibilities video technology

offers to break down our usual epistemological sets.   The video

camera is a "time machine," a witness privy to the unknown world

of the perceived "other" that can spirit information across

formidable social boundaries which typically preclude frank

communication about these issues.  Perforations and linkages can

be developed ‑‑ loops of "reflecting communities" ‑‑ that are

unlikely within the usual existing circuits of communication.

     The five groups of youngsters we engaged presented a kind of

pageant of generations for whom the value of cultural heritage

diminished and diminished.  First generation Filipino immigrants

ardently debated the worth of maintaining a cultural identity in

the face of ostracism and prejudice.  Third and fourth generation

Japanese and Portuguese adolescents experienced their parents and

grandparents as the guardians of ethnic identity and felt

inevitably the content of their cultural heritage would be

vitiated.  Most of the haole students could barely identify key

elements in their ethnic backgrounds.  It was the Hawaiian

students, their culture facing extinction, who expressed concern

for rediscovering their heritage.  So while the richness and

substance of cultural heritage and ethnic identity were  

diminishing or lost, the bare fact of ethnicity became the issue

in the form of stereotypes.  For many the topic of ethnic

identity had a substantially negative connotation.  The

divisiveness attributed to ethnicity presented a kind of

Emperor's New Clothes dilemma.  Virtually all the participants

felt that a person's ethnic background presented no inherent

impediment to communication or good relations.  But many seemed

to feel caught in a pervasive social myth in which ethnicity was

seen as dangerous.  No one really believed in the myth but

remained, as yet, unable to speak out and disprove it.

     The youngsters we worked with were judicious and thoughtful

in discussing the problem of stereotypes.  Again, the use of the

self‑reflexive question was crucial in creating a context in

which the mechanics of stereotyping could be identified and the

pain of feeling objectified and inferior could be elicited.  Many

examples of how stereotypes develop and are misguided were cited

by all students.  They were amazed at the universality of their

experience.  As one student remarked:  "Everybody thinks of

themselves on the bottom and somebody else on the top."  Or as

another student put it, "I thought they'd just be down on us. 

But they weren't.  Everybody sort of felt like we did about

themselves ‑‑ instead of everybody, you know, 'I hate them.'  It

was different" (Akamatsu & Gatsik, pp. 33, 42) 

     Within the limits of the small numbers involved in our

project, we felt the design succeeded in ways that were exciting

and touching.  One student summarized his reaction to the project

in words that recalled Dick's wartime experience:  "When you're

in front of the camera, it's a different atmosphere.  But when

you step out of here, you go right back to where you were.  You

go back" (Akamatsu & Gatsik, p. 55).  Ultimately, a new

information network ‑‑ though precariously fragile ‑‑ was

constructed, a kind of "no man's or everyone's land" in which the

adolescents were momentarily joined around their recognition of a

connection that both transcended and included their ethnic

differences.  It is perhaps a brief reiteration of the

epistemological shift Dick experienced in his own late

adolescence, a shift that he devoted his life to realize on a broader scale.

     I have written elsewhere about my personal sense of loss as

we all come to terms with Dick's passing.  Despite his enormous

seniority in so many arenas, he was a most ingenuously wise and

affirming mentor.  I had never encountered such sheer brilliance

and moral principle made manifest in such pragmatic form as in

the health care systems Dick designed.  I continue to rely in a

very fundamental way on the epistemological maps Dick developed. 

His own grand theory, or holodigm, given his epistemological

premises, is necessarily emergent, incomplete, continuously

responsive to new information, and linked to all‑humanity.  He

walked his talk with extreme integrity and the kindness inherent

in his holodigm radiated throughout his personal and professional

conduct and from deep within his being.  As Dick would surely

understand, I am unable to say in words how much I will miss him.

