“Incest - Where are the Boundaries?”

- An International Perspective on Sexual abuse of teenagers.-
Sexual abuse can be looked at as a boundary issue - but where are the boundaries? Who sets the limits? Do our boundaries vary across international borders? This workshop focused on the difficult area of sexual abuse of teenagers, including incest and sexual abuse within the family. Contributions covered experiences in a variety of cultures and highlighted varying approaches to the subject. This included differences in perception of what constitutes abuse, legal issues and management of cases.

Warm up Interactive Exercise

‘Boundaries Game’*

The ‘boundaries game’ is an exercise which was devised for use at Youth Support in London for exploration of family structure and boundaries. It is a very simple tool which can give a lot of information regarding disordered boundaries and dysfunctional families in a short time period, without overtaxing the patient and which is easy to use with patients who have problems with literacy and communication.

Each member of the group is given a number of coloured sticky dots and two sheets of white paper. They are asked to place a red dot on the paper to represent themselves, they then can add blue dots to represent family members and finally are asked to place green dots to represent friends. The first sheet is configured to represent early childhood relationships and on the second sheet they are asked to show what life is like now. 

Workshop participants were invited to try the game as a warm up exercise in order to focus their thoughts on bonds and boundaries within their own families or to imagine what the situation would be for one of their patients. 

The following examples were discussed - 

A. ‘Debbie’ - A socially isolated young woman with virtually no bonds.

Debbie - Early life
Family rejected her, they were depicted as almost off the paper one sister was closer.At boarding school teachers were her substitute family. Family life was boundaryless with step father sexually abusing her at age 8 after which she became disturbed and institutionalised at an early age.

No containment - No close bond.

Debbie - Adult Life

Alone, socially isolated. Childbearing from early age to fill void and provide focus for attention. Dot for newborn daughter who she colours in same as self -symbiotic relationship.

Only other dot is her social worker.
Debbie - Early life 


Debbie - Adult Life







B. ‘Gerry’ - a very controlling person with psychopathic features. His baby daughter sustained life threatening injuries.

Early life - enmeshment - family members engulfing him. Friends closely adherent. No individuation - everyone overlaps.

Adult life - Extreme enmeshment - almost centrifugal force - tremendous control and power. Not allowing anyone within his sphere to be individuals. No clear idea of self - abused daughter not defined. Three separate dots represent threats- people he wanted to ‘get rid of’  police, social services, doctor.

Gerry - Early life



Gerry - Adult life
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XE "Disordered Family Structures"Boundaries, Enmeshment and Identity - Diana Birch

The following case study was presented and used as a focus for discussions of principles of boundaries and identity.

XE "Boundaries, Enmeshment and Identity"

............. In the end she set fire to the place. 

I had said that she would sabotage herself - but I drew no solace from that as the children wiped tears across their soot streaked faces with blackened blistered hands - 



"Why, Mummy, .... why??".

The air stank of smoke and the sort of acrid, cloying smell that pervades from a wet, smouldering dustbin. It seemed to cling to everything and brought with it a sense of despair - an unhappy but somehow inevitable ending. A shivering, pathetic group that could have been a family, huddling against the melted black plastic bin liners holding their last few possessions.

Had I misjudged the situation?  Had I underestimated her degree of disturbance? 

No - not really. I had known how difficult our task would be - but I wanted her to succeed - she deserved our putting in every last effort to reach her - giving her every last chance to respond. With more resources, more time to work - who knows? But sadly time was not on our side and she knew it. 

Unable to face the uncertainty of waiting for the result of the final court hearing, she found a certain security in precipitating the outcome. She found a way of saying - "Here you are, you were right all the time. Stop making me jump through hoops for you. I'm not a fit mother, I'm not worth bothering with. Just get on with it and take my kids away".

Difficulty of establishing an identity.XE "Difficulty of establishing an identity."
If you are unclear about your own personal identity you have no clear boundaries of your psychic space - where does your identity end and another's begin? You cannot 'bond' with others or with your children if you are symbiotically linked with them. You cannot bond without first separating.

Separation / individuation results in 'this is me'. - Hence 'you are not me' - leading to 'I can be close to you and care for you if I want to'.

Disordered boundaries have long been recognised as symptomatic of a number of 'abuse' situations - particularly when boundaries are ill defined between members of a disorganised family. This is the classic scenario when sexual abuse may occur - family roles are ill defined, and normal taboos and codes of behaviour are obscured. In such a situation the distinction between having sexual relations with your wife and your daughter - or with your girlfriend and her child is blurred. 

In that case it is the family identity which is unclear and individuals are lost within the fused structure. On an individual basis however, the damage to the ego can be quite catastrophic. 

How can a child brought up within a disordered fused family mass operate when separated from this - albeit disturbed part of herself? A child 'plucked' from such a situation, without adequate, intensive help, will be forever searching for the missing parts of her 'self'.

Such is Caroline's lot - removed from home at an early age, bereft of love and understanding, she has very little concept of 'self'. Her identity seems one empty void ready to soak up the pathology and behaviour patterns of others like a sponge. She has a craving need to associate with disturbed individuals who both represent and allow her to achieve some measure of usurped closeness with those original family members whom she 'lost'.

Her misfortune is that her 'lost family' were so harmful to her. A hated father who was violent, drank to excess, mistreated her and rejected her and finally acquired a 'girlfriend' younger than his daughter who he had sex with openly in the family home in front of his children. A mother who had not one ounce of mothering in her, who rejected Caroline, had several violent relationships resulting in children she could not care for. Who was an alcoholic and drug user and who expected her daughter to care for younger siblings - even after she had four children of her own.

Caroline became torn between being the 'good mother' that she never had - trying in every situation to care for those around her - despite her obvious inability to do so effectively - and being or associating with the 'bad mother' in an attempt to understand her own. The end result was that rather than become a mother - she in fact became a needy child - in a family which she created herself. Repeated pregnancies resulting in four delightful children - who became her siblings - while the eldest child at six years of age, became 'mother' to them all.

This little mother was quite unable to protect her errant 'child/ mother' from her continuing self destructive relationships. Each 'hurt child', delinquent and disturbed young boy or girl who came within Caroline's sphere were 'absorbed' as part of her deficient ego.

The most damaging personalities however were those where substance abuse and self destructive behaviour was a prominent feature. Caroline completely identified with such disorder - mimicking their behaviour patterns and attempting to almost entirely assume their personalities.  This resulted in Caroline's attending Alcoholics anonymous and 'confessing' to being an alcoholic - when she hardly ever drank - and the most serious event of all - setting fire to her flat in order to identify with her closest 'friend', Dora who had survived an arson attack by her incestuous father. He had tried to kill the family but died himself in the blaze when she disclosed - and so ended - their relationship.

Caroline's first attempt at arson coincided with Dora wishing to break away from her and her second with a final separation. During the first she was on the telephone to Dora throughout the advent of fire-engines and police - having to be forcibly removed from the phone to answer questions. Prior to the second, more serious incident her children remarked - 'We're going to be on television, like Dora'.

A prominent feature of Caroline's behaviour during such episodes is her total absence of appropriate affect. No emotion, no remorse, almost one would say, no involvement. Complete detachment from the consequences of her actions. But - of course ....

 ...if you do not know who you are

- how do you know what you are doing?

{The above case study is taken from “Bonds and Boundaries” - Child Protection and The Family - Published by Youth Support - ISBN : 1 870717 05 8}
