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‘A must-read for genealogists asking, “Who Do I Think You Were?”. Psychologist Paula Nicolson shows us the power of family history, especially when we combine it with psychology to understand the intergenerational effect of trauma. Every family has members traumatized by war, violence, migration, poverty, loss, or addiction. Do you know that intergenerational trauma unwittingly causes emotional issues, disruption, and dysfunction within families and incurs personal trauma? If you want to recognize and understand the effect of traumatic events on your ancestors, yourself and living family, this book is for you’.

Helen Parker-Drabble is a former therapist, a family historian and author of ‘Who Do I Think You Were?®’ A Victorian’s Inheritance

‘I enjoyed reading this book very much! It’s both intriguing and compelling but more so it is informative – not only about Paula Nicolson’s own family history. Its insights apply to most of us. This book directs us towards an empathic understanding of our family’s past accompanied by a sense of healing and forgiveness’.

Dr. Emanuela Barasch Rubinstein, author of Delivery and other novels

‘This book opens a whole new perspective on understanding trauma. Using an exploration of her own and others’ genealogy Nicolson convincingly explains how trauma is intergenerational. Like a detective story, she investigates, contextualises and analyses the “knowledge” we have about our family, forensically uncovering the pathways and the place trauma has had in shaping our identities and place. Family systems are described as porous, leaching and determining the historical material that flows through our familial networks and across time. Using the frameworks of Freud, Klein, Erikson, Bion and Bowlby, Nicolson explains the psychological mechanisms of how the trauma of loss, migration, kinship, persecution and ill-health flows through and influences the psychology of future generations. It is impossible to read this book and not engage in your own project of “self in history”, examining the folklore of your own family in new ways and sparking a new curiosity. Professionally, I now see “taking a family history” in a totally new light’.

Professor Jan Burns, Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology, Canterbury Christ Church University






GENEALOGY, PSYCHOLOGY AND THERAPY

Fully revised and updated, Genealogy, Psychology and Therapy highlights the importance of genealogy in the development of identity and the therapeutic potential of family history in cultivating wellbeing.

The popularity of amateur genealogy and family history has soared in recent times. We will never know any of the people we discover from our histories in person, but for several reasons, we recognize that their lives shaped ours. Key approaches to identity and relationships lend clues to our own lives but also to what psychosocial factors run across generations. Attachment and abandonment, trusting, being let down, becoming independent, migration, health and money, all resonate with the psychological experiences that define the outlooks, personalities and the ways that those who came before us related to others. This new edition builds on the original book, Genealogy, Psychology and Identity, by highlighting the work of Erik Erikson along with studies of the quality of attachment, historical social conditions especially war, forced migration, health inequalities and financial uncertainty, to enable a more detailed understanding of trauma and its long shadow, and to focus on how genealogy informs our identities and emotional health status, exploring the transmission of trauma across generations. The intergenerational transmission of trauma is examined using analysis of real-life family examples, alongside an assessment of a narrative therapy approach to healing. The book expands on how psychological practices together with genealogical evidence may impart resilience and emotional repair and develops the discussion of the psychological methods by which we interconnect in a reflective way with material from archival databases, family stories and photographs and other sources including DNA.

Showing how people can connect with archival material, using documents and texts to expand their knowledge and understanding of the psychosocial experiences of their ancestors, this book will be of interest to those researching their own family tree, genealogists and counsellors, as well as students and researchers in social psychology and social history.

Paula Nicolson retired from her post as professor and former department head at Royal Holloway, the University of London in 2011. She is a Fellow and Chartered Psychologist of the British Psychological Society, the Academy of Social Sciences and the author of many academic papers, press articles and books. She now divides her time between writing academic books, novels and plays.
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‘Happy families are all alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way’.




Leo Tolstoy's poignant observation from the novel Anna Karenina by now might be a familiar cliché. But this powerful comment on the individualistic nature of unhappiness exposes the complex, frequently flawed characteristics hidden within some of our closest relationships: those presumed to be our loved ones. Not simply those whom we live among and see every day, the people we choose to spend time with or try to avoid, but our families. The ones from the past whose lives, happy, unhappy or traumatic, have impacted upon our own present.

Pain and trauma travel through the years, passing between parents and children and even between siblings. Some pain and distress persist so powerfully that traditional expectations of parents – that they are able to care, absorb the pain an infant or child experiences, need to be cast aside. The suffering of previous generations reaches into each new one because adults become parents despite their own weaknesses and the weaknesses of their parents in turn (Sangalang & Vang, 2017). Trauma mutates as it passes between those who bear the pain. It is this distillation of the original trauma that provokes and promotes stress, anxiety, dysfunction thus turning into the individual family unhappiness remarked upon by Tolstoy (Matz et al., 2015; Parker-Drabble, 2021).

The more I began to think about the origins of unhappiness in contemporary families it became clear that there was a tangle of evidence and methodologies for both psychologists and family historians to share. Psychologists’ expertise in human development complements family and narrative therapies, an understanding of the unconscious mind, and social and systemic visions of human interactions (Nicolson, 2016). Genealogists’ skills in writing the past through their knowledge of our ancestors’ lives, based on documents, interviews, historical events and increasingly on DNA data, complement recuperative counselling and therapy with contemporary generations (Moore, Rosenthal, & Robinson, 2020).

For many reasons, the 21st century has brought the concept of trauma into focus. It causes and consequences may be seen spanning the coronavirus pandemic, terrorism, conflict and famine in, for example, Afghanistan and Somalia, refugees fleeing wars in Ukraine Sub-Saharan Africa, Iran, Iraq and Syria. Furthermore, domestic violence and county lines drug dealing murders of young people across the UK are the result and cause of ongoing traumas. Trauma is painful and leads to anxiety, stress, poor physical and mental health that frequently result in a relationship and family dysfunction.

I demonstrate below that trauma in any family's past is likely to have been transmitted, unawares and unintentionally, across generations. Traumatic experiences are difficult to heal. However, contemporary therapists using methods and mechanisms employed to work with those experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder, also have the capacity to ease significant pain associated with the outcome of historical trauma. However, these capabilities and the emphasis upon trauma per se are relatively new, meaning that it would have been far more likely that traumatised individuals from the past would not have had their pain eased.


Discovering happiness and unhappiness: trickle down from trauma

Evidence of some degree of family unhappiness can be identified through the questions we all ask, often casually, about other family members. We might see some of it as superficial gossip, but there is nearly always more to it. Comments such as: Why doesn’t she speak to her brother? What led to her being brought up by her grandparents? Why was he cut out of his aunt's will? How could she have married him? Is she really his child?

Such outwardly nonchalant, and occasionally malicious, family hearsay or scandal may disguise high drama brought about through love, hate, neglect, inheritance and betrayal. That may in turn have arisen because of societal disruption including forced emigration, discrimination, and armed conflict. Fraught relationships often spotlight, while they paradoxically disguise, the invisible unhappiness, emotional distress and mental ill-health many of us may face in everyday life. And much of that sorrow and pain is deeply rooted in established family networks within which some or all comes from the past. The wide-ranging impact of past trauma is complex and until relatively recently, difficult to identify.

By contrast, as Tolstoy noted, it can also be hard to identify happy families and relationships that work well because they usually pass through their years and across their generations unnoticed failing to produce many emotional waves or family disruption.

You might still want to ask: how can the lives of past generations possibly influence the wellbeing of the current ones? To answer those questions I explore the psychological mechanisms through which unhappiness may be traced back through previous generations. I show with case examples how trauma may be transmitted through these generations and how this knowledge might enable us to access a form of support and healing therapy. Systemic (Winek, 2009) and psychoanalytic approaches (Brodie & Wright, 2002) to contemporary family therapy provide strategies for both therapists and genealogists analyzing and implementing practice (Madigan, 2011).

The strands of trauma and unhappiness that have shaped the families I know best are at the core of what follows. I suggest a theoretical take on a selected person or family group, describe their behaviour after which I propose a therapeutic intervention for their present-day troubles from their past traumas. Examples are mainly those from my own and my husband's ancestors but include other anonymized family stories from people I have worked with professionally, alongside public data such as the stories from participants in media shows.



Why a second edition?

The overall aim of the second edition of this book is to extend the idea that tracing family histories informs our sense of identity, towards understanding ways that the causes and consequences of traumas and painful experiences among our ancestors might enable greater resilience among contemporary generations. I emphasise that trauma from our historical families potentially exacerbates psychological difficulties and unhappiness among current generations.

This new edition develops the discussion of the methods by which we interconnect in a reflective way with material from archival databases, family stories and photographs and other sources including DNA. I bring to mind the importance of these methods to the ‘project of the self’ indicating ways in which these family history narratives provide therapeutic benefit with the potential to influence the wellbeing of the self, enabling a process of understanding and reparation.

Further aims of the new edition are to show:


	That, as with the first edition, tracing our own family histories informs our sense of who we are psychologically as well as our place in both contemporary culture and historical contexts.

	That trauma of various kinds can potentially be transmitted across several generations leading to ongoing emotional health impairment and/or family disruption and dysfunction.

	That using psychological practices together with genealogical evidence may impart resilience and emotional repair.



My own family groups from which key individuals have been selected illustrate this edition as they did with the first one. They include generations of people with Scottish and English roots, others who were 19th century Jewish immigrants to London from Russia, Lithuania and Latvia. Ranging from rural lowland, Island and Highland Scots, from relatively humble but educated middle-class backgrounds to rural, becoming urban, working class and entrepreneurial Londoners; each one of the networks contains people who emigrated to North America and Australia. Despite being from my own families, at least some of their characteristics are likely to apply to many reading this book.



What is to follow?

The first three chapters focus upon theories and methods that underlie the practice. These start with:


	Methods of collecting family history information.

	Selected developmental psychology perspectives to trauma and the transmission of pain and distress across generations.

	The family networks from my own families illustrate how theory moves to practice for understanding trauma transmission.



Chapter One examines why so many of us want to discover our family roots and therefore how a researcher and psychotherapist might develop online genealogy and archival information for themselves or a patient/client to highlight ways in which pain and trauma in the past generations can be recognized. More important for psychology however is to enlarge the search for base-line data by including supplementary methods such as robust oral histories, family myths, socio-historical data, photographs, documents such as letters, wills, and death certificates, online, telephone and face-to-face discussion with others searching the same or other family histories and the outcome of DNA matching. Analysis of how these methods inform, or fail to inform, each other and the researchers themselves are then expanded.

In Chapter Two, before moving to the discussion of the investigative theories and therapies, I describe the family networks I use for most case examples and also present brief (anonymized where appropriate) examples of anecdotal evidence collected from correspondence, interviews and discussions about the meaning and influence of events surrounding the lives of other peoples’ ancestors. I indicate how for some respondents, including myself, it is possible to trace the underlying pain and pathways of transmission of pain and trauma through generations of certain families.

In Chapter Three, the psychological approaches to trauma and PTSD, emotional development disrupted by traumatic events as well as therapeutic possibilities particularly psychoanalytic and systemic family therapy and narrative therapy are described. The psychoanalytic theories, especially the work of Erik Erikson as well as traditional attachment theory are reviewed. Using real-life examples, I suggest how the unconscious elements of disrupted psychosocial development and attachment experiences may be transmitted across generations with ongoing pan-historical repercussions. I evaluate the processes that contextualize the development of our sense of identity and mental well-being and how identities are constructed in socio-historical as well as psychosocial contexts.

Chapter Four reviews the evidence and mechanisms by which the painful consequences of cases of divorce, domestic violence, cohabitation and the role of women as workers and mothers gets transmitted across generations. I explore family size and the health and wellbeing of women, men and children particularly in the 19th century and discuss the relevance of these family experiences to expectations of subsequent family relationships. Gender, class and ethnicity are particularly important considerations in this section of the book and the detailed examples include real accounts of members of my own diverse family tree although names are generally anonymized with noted exceptions of well-known individuals all of whom are now dead.

Chapter Five explores in depth how the loss of a teenage child impacts the emotional lives of the parents and siblings with the case example of the death of Peter Nicolson and the reverberation across generations. It then continues by extending the substantive theme to the death of (Maurice) Leon Bernstein who was killed at the end of World War 1. The impact of this death is traced across the generations.

Chapter Six explores the impact of loss through murder, illness and suicide beginning in the 19th century and tracing the transmission through to contemporary generations.

Chapter Seven traces how the unhappy and destructive parts of the self/identity that are present in all of us to a greater or lesser extent could lead to varying degrees of trauma and loss. Self-destructiveness is frequently intertwined with the impulse to survive so that we might try to hide or deny who we are in order to avoid the hatred and envy of others. It may be complicated, but anxiety is inevitably at the core of hidden identities. There are several reasons why we might want to hide, or at least disguise or obscure, something about ourselves. Perhaps for all time or maybe until we are more confident about the others around us. We might want to hide our age, marital status, sexuality, ethnicity or religion. In Philip Roth's distressing novel The Human Stain the main protagonist, a light-skinned African-American, identifies as Jewish as he believes that by taking on a different identity he will avoid the everyday prejudice that will prevent progression at work.

In real life, there are many Jewish people who were unaware of their ethnicity because their parents wanted to protect them from persecution or worse. The musician Hans Zimmer, born in Germany 12 years after the end of World War 2 was not told that he was Jewish while he was at school as his parents thought that would protect him from antisemitism. In the USA and Latin America, there are people known as Crypto Jews – who profess to follow the Catholic faith while secretly following or at least recognizing their Jewish backgrounds. DNA testing has exposed unexpected ancestries to many in a number of directions. I myself discovered Irish and non-Jewish German ancestry.

Erikson's work reflects these conflicts in that development coincides with managing the positive and negative experiences that ultimately contribute to our identities. To consider this further I discuss how we might defend ourselves psychologically against self-loathing and the enactment of self-destructive envy. For some, the self-destructive impetus is extreme leading to suicide, the development of a false biographical narrative and denial of ethnicity.

Chapter Eight focuses on the impact of persecution, migration and lost roots all of which occur across my selected families who have origins in Russia, Poland and Highland Scotland. It explores the idea of emotional geographies. Not every migrant achieves the dream of success or even a peaceful life in their chosen country. Not every immigrant to the UK is distinguished by success nor the desire to move on. It can be a matter-of-fact unremarkable, transition. Something that lots of people do as they get on with their lives.

Life on a Scottish Island, residing in a croft, albeit being hounded by English landlords, was at least spent happily surrounded by relatives and life-long friends. This may have been similarly reflected in recollections of life in the English counties of Somerset and Suffolk as with the Hoby and Fox families (those of my paternal grandmother) before a move to London. Life in a Russian town with a vibrant Jewish community, albeit one that was discriminated against, might be remembered as utopian compared to the ingrained antisemitic prejudices that prevented social inclusion into London life.

Once again, emotional attachment to place is easy to miss, especially for family historians focusing upon dates and addresses rather than the meaning they offer in the course of a person's life. Such a ‘loss’ may be an over-arching component of many migrating identities and emotional attachments. Leaving a country where you were born, where your family had some roots invariably leads to a loss (Marris, 2014).

Chapter Nine examines the powerful trauma that might result from poverty, wealth and health matters. The family networks I analyze include at least one member who killed himself in the 19th century during a financial crisis. Others experienced bankruptcy. Another man who died at a relatively young age leaving a wife and four daughters to turn their hands to millinery while others took in lodgers to earn a living. The later Wall Street Crash and consequent depression in the late 1920s meant that many lost wealth and its accompanying lifestyle causing their children a loss of expectations that had been taken for granted.

Finally, in Chapter Ten I re-evaluate the role of narrative therapy in the context of psychosocial development and attachment within genealogical research as therapeutic practice demonstrating a springboard for developing resilience where family pain and trauma have previously been unacknowledged.
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Introduction

In this chapter, I examine how a researcher, psychologist and psychotherapist might develop online genealogy and archival information for themselves or for a patient/client to highlight ways in which pain and trauma from past generations could be recognized. Methods such as well-conducted oral history interviews, family myths, socio-historical data, photographs, documents such as letters, wills, death certificates, online, telephone and face-to-face discussion with others searching the same or other family histories and the outcome of DNA matching are all conducive to bringing the past alive.

An initial search into our family history via electronic databases such as Ancestry, Find My Past, Genes Reunited, Family Search, My Heritage and a growing number of others provides a rich seam of information. Some of this can be examined from the perspective of a psychologist and most definitely amateur family historian like myself making the assumption that most of us who sign up to Ancestry (in my case but see above) will be starting from the same levels of competence.

The search levels that help make sense of the roots of pain and trauma that I feel confident to talk about involve:


	Collecting the information available online.

	Assessing its accuracy and relevance including attempting to manage the struggles this requires in some cases.

	Managing the information in order to contain and make sense of your findings.

	Relating electronic and other informal information such as letters, photos and other documents available through family collections to psychological outcomes and practices.

	Displaying the data on a family tree/chart is a matter of great interest but also an aid to identifying connections and tracing the transmission of pain.

	Linking DNA matches to family trees to attempt further connections from the past.



I also summarize other well-recorded methods of data collection, such as oral history, DNA testing, parish records, databases and documents, particularly immigration, naturalization, death, birth and marriage certificates, that are not necessarily available online. Finally, in more depth, I explore what I term social genealogy referring to psychologically applicable ways of analyzing family history data such as emotional geography (Altman, 2012; Nash, 2005), historical documents, family systems theories (Dallos & Draper, 2015) and the use of socio-genograms (Schutzenberger, 1998).



Why do we care about who we think we are?

There has been an explosion of information about ancestors’ lives since the turn of the 21st century most of which is now available to all of us online. The digitalization of ever-increasing databases such as war-time records, census data, death, marriage and divorce records, genetic information and the sharing of information among family history researchers across the world has expanded the potential for detailed knowledge of those whose lives preceded our own. Easy online access to this data though has also expanded the likelihood for mistakes in the construction of family trees. If someone has the same name, date of birth, residence or even the appearance of a family member we are looking for, it is often too tempting to add them to our tree. That skews almost every bit of information that comes afterwards!

I am not planning to provide a fail-safe account of how to manage these sources of information to ensure accuracy – that is beyond my particular expertise. My intention is to explore the various stages of the information gathering and how it impacts identity, mental well-being and the link between happiness/unhappiness in a family's past and the health of present and future generations. Consequently, this chapter challenges one woman's view, as I described in the first edition, that all we end up with from family history studies is a list of names, places and dates. She was wrong about that. However, I am clear, conversely, that many mistakes can be made by over enthusiastic interpretations of this type of information which potentially results in a fairy story.

To help everyone who plans to put serious and sustained effort into their searches, there is an ever-growing amount of literature on how to investigate your family's past including the work of Alison Light (2014) Helen Parker-Drabble1 and Moore, Rosenthal, & Robinson (2020) with their interest in both psychology and genealogy.

Some are popular guides while others are more thought-provoking with academic dimensions such as Helen Osborn's (2012) essential research methods or Celia Heritage's (2013) book about using death records to trace ancestors. When I first read Osborn I couldn’t help laughing at her comments in the preface because they fitted my efforts exactly:


By the time most people …. .[have been] bitten by the genealogy bug, it can seem a little late to start questioning the methods used and the extra skills that should be acquired. Researching using mainly the internet has made the tendency to dive in without proper preparation even more prevalent than it was. Only when the cliché of the brick wall frustrates our research are we forced to take stock.

(Osborn, 2012: 11)



It is indeed important to begin your investigation systematically managing your data accurately and effectively. I stress this because I myself failed to do this as I became carried away by the excitement of discovery as all the information flooded in. It was as if all these names I had heard of from my parents and those I had not heard about were no longer secrets. My families’ lives were revealed before me. Such was the buzz that some of what I thought I had found led me to bark up the wrong family trees.

The importance of accuracy in family history search connects to the other task I have set myself in this new edition; that is to provide data for therapists and their patients to work with by exploring the well-being and happiness, or more likely the opposite status, of their ancestors.



What happens when you log in for the first time?

I had had relatively little information about my ancestors, so began with data on my parents’ births and deaths. The data sources that arrived immediately on my screen (they seem to fly sometimes) were from past census information followed by registers of births, marriages, baptisms and deaths. These registers provide dates and places but also material about who registered the birth and/or lived in the same household as the person you are searching – often parents and siblings. That information is incredibly valuable particularly later when you might be attempting to check the accuracy or delve deeper into some lives.

The online provider actually builds up the family tree for you – and enticing as that appears, it is part of the problem because it is so easy to let it get ahead of your own checks and balances. There is such an abundance of detail for you to check before you leap, while the online tree is tempting you to go forward to add more and more people without thinking. Part of this jet propulsion to the ever-growing tree are ‘hints’ (if you use Ancestry but each provider has their own version of this). These hints lead you towards new or corroborating information including other public family trees which are frequently inaccurate thus dangerously drawing in extra faults to your data.
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