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The Story of Cruising Charlie 

Notes from the diary 

 

In his second month at the Child Guidance Clinic in Philadelphia, Gottlieb takes charge of the 

therapy of Jezebel and her son Charlie. They are African Americans and live in a slum area near the 

harbor, where they are surrounded by drug dealers, addicts, thugs, street gangs, prostitutes and 

pimps. There are also any number of unskilled laborers struggling to eke out a living for their families. 

Day after day they risk losing their jobs, getting mugged, robbed, raped, arrested or being thrown 

into prison. 

 

Charlie’s father, a jazz musician who was always on the move, was shot in a bar room brawl when 

Charlie was still a pre-schooler. His mother, an unskilled sweatshop worker, has always had sole 

responsibility for raising Charlie and earning a living for them both. These dire conditions have turned 

the mother, Jezebel, into an iron lady, though one with velvet gloves. She is very intelligent and, as an 

avid reader of good books, cultivated, too. Charlie has been a truant since the second grade. Now 

aged 17, he is a dropout who hangs out with other dropouts and dreams of making a fast buck, 

driving a slick Mustang and attracting beautiful girls. 

 

Why does mother Jezebel bring her son to therapy? 

 

Because she is exhausted and depressive and no longer feels capable of coping with her unruly son 

on her own. Charlie was recently stabbed in a street fight and lost a kidney. Sobered by the incident, 

Charlie had stayed at home for a while, but now he is up to new mischief. He wants to join two older 

cousins in the Bronx (New York) who keep bragging about their brand new Cadillacs and the “heaps 

of dough that sweep more broads into their laps than they can handle”. So now Charlie is dreaming 

of a walk on the wild side and pestering his mother to let him move in with his rich cousins. But 

Jezebel, convinced that these men are pimps and drug dealers, is adamantly against it. Worn out by 

the daily struggle with her son and afraid that he might run away, she has decided to seek 

therapeutic help. At the first therapy session some major difficulties emerge. Gottlieb has problems 

understanding their American English, especially Charlie’s speech, which is heavily mixed with slang. 

The mother and son have problems understanding the therapist, who has a pronounced Swiss 

accent. There are also the inevitable cultural misunderstandings and the problem of race and color. 

Members of the black community have an innate mistrust of whites – it is the 1970s, and blacks in the 

USA are finally airing their justified grievances against the dominant behavior of the whites. But with a 

little goodwill on both sides, therapy can begin. 

 

Mother and son agree to have the sessions videotaped for supervision and scientific research. The 

therapy begins with the gathering of as much information as possible about their current 
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circumstances and the relevant elements of their life story, in order to discover the handicaps and 

potential resources in their relationship with each other and with their extended family and 

neighbors. Although Gottlieb shows empathy and understanding for their predicament, he soon feels 

that the mother considers him a nice guy but not really cut out for the tough job at hand. 

Nevertheless she agrees to continue therapy. The second session does not produce any positive 

results in this difficult situation either. Gottlieb knows that he is going to lose this human system unless 

he finds a way out of the impasse. But if he loses this case, Jezebel will most probably lose her son, 

who may well end up a criminal, land in prison or be killed in a shoot-out. The third therapy session 

starts with the usual cat-and-mouse game, though all very polite and even cordial. Whatever the 

therapist suggests, the iron lady replies, “That’s quite a nice idea. I’ve tried it but, unfortunately, it 

didn’t work.” The therapist is at a loss. But then there is an unexpected turning point – a significant 

shift Gottlieb will later discuss with a famous hypnosis therapist. (See download Spring 1978: a visit to 

Milton H. Erickson, the master of medical hypnosis) Some twenty minutes into the session Jezebel 

mentions, in passing, that her late husband sometimes comes to visit her, usually in the morning when 

she is half awake in bed. This is important news for the systems therapist. What would a traditional 

therapist do with this information? He would think of three possible explanations: firstly, the good lady 

suffers from hallucinations, in which case she might be psychotic; secondly, she suffers from illusionary 

perceptions which may be due to drowsiness or dreaming while half asleep, at which point she may 

mistake a shadow on a curtain for the face of her late husband; thirdly, she is intentionally making up 

a story to impress Charlie with an exclusive relationship to which he has no access. 

 

This is the chance Gottlieb has been waiting for. According to the famous French scientist Claude 

Bernard, chance only favors the prepared mind. Gottlieb is prepared in two ways: 

 

Firstly, as a child, he spent eleven summers with relations on a Swiss Alp, herding cattle, goats and 

sheep. This was in the 1940s, when farmers in the Swiss Alps were still operating mainly in the receptive 

mode of the nondominant hemisphere of the brain: intuition prevailed over analytical-rational 

thinking. In this mode of mental operation people are relaxed and thus able to receive information 

signals from their internal world (their own organisms) and their external world (their natural 

environment and the people around them). This state – as opposed to the instrumental 

consciousness and dualistic thinking that determine analytical thinking – fosters unity consciousness 

and monistic thinking, which fuse the inner and the outer world into a single world. That is why, in 

those days, stories were told – above all by the elderly – about meeting and talking to deceased 

relatives, whom they called “poor souls.” 

 

Secondly, as coincidence has it, the very first therapeutic method in Gottlieb’s training as a 

psychiatrist was therapeutic hypnosis. Consequently, Gottlieb immediately understands what mother 

Jezebel is talking about and grabs the chance to introduce hypnosis. He prepares himself first by 
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putting himself into a relaxed state and then begins speaking in a monotonous, yet intense way. He 

asks Jezebel when her dead husband appears, what he looks like, how she feels when he visits her 

and what they talk about. The therapist learns that her husband comes to the foot of her bed early in 

the morning, wearing a black cloak. She feels happy and protected during these encounters, but 

does not want to disclose what they discuss. The therapist has no intention of pushing her on this. 

 

Then Gottlieb relates his own experiences as a boy in the Swiss Alps, where the dead, the “poor 

souls,” appeared above all to the elderly, and often gave good advice. He emphasizes that this was 

a privilege granted to only a few blessed people. Jezebel listens with great concentration, visibly 

relaxes in her chair and quite obviously begins to trust this Swiss doctor. Then suddenly she whispers, 

“Now, my husband is here…” and stares vacantly at the opposite corner of the therapy studio. The 

therapist asks her, in an equally soft voice, whether she can talk with him. She whispers that this would 

not be a proper thing to do here and now. Charlie, who has up to this moment been sitting and 

sulking in a tense, defensive position, suddenly relaxes, stares wide-eyed into the same corner and 

says, in a voice hoarse with excitement, “Now, I see him too!” There are a few moments of intense 

silence, then his mother says, “Now he’s gone,” and the spell is broken. 

 

Jezebel and her son begin to blink and stir, to cough and shift around in their chairs. The therapist 

addresses the mother in his habitual tone of voice, telling her that he is convinced her husband is the 

only person who can help her with Charlie. “He knows you, he knows Charlie and he knows what the 

life of a street gang is like. Moreover, he is now in the realm of the dead, who have access to 

transcendental powers beyond the grasp of the living. I suggest that at his next visit you ask him what 

you should do with Charlie and then you follow his instructions to the letter. He will give you the 

advice you need to keep Charlie from joining his cousins in the Bronx. He will also tell you what to do 

to help Charlie to assume the responsibility of putting some order into his life and looking for a proper 

occupation.“ 

 

Mother Jezebel follows the therapist’s advice and Charlie accepts her orders. He cannot rebel 

against his dead father, whose influence and hidden powers he respects and reveres. After two 

more sessions the therapy comes to an end. Charlie has given up his immature daydreams, and 

three people are thankful for the successful outcome of the therapy: Jezebel is relieved and 

optimistic again; her son Charlie is open for a new and positive phase of development; and the 

therapist has learned to do effective therapy despite linguistic shortcomings and cultural differences. 

 

A Touching Footnote 

A year later, by which time Gottlieb is devoting himself exclusively to scientific research and no 

longer doing therapy, his secretary calls to say that a young black man who claims to be an ex-

patient would like to see him. Gottlieb, by no means happy about being disturbed, reluctantly 
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agrees. And who should appear at the door but Charlie. And what a surprise! He has grown into a 

tall, good-looking young man. Beaming broadly, he says that he “just happened” to be passing the 

Civic Center and suddenly wondered “if that funny Swiss doctor with the black beard is still there.” 

The true purpose of his visit? To tell that funny Swiss doctor that he has been accepted into the Coast 

Guard! Quite an achievement for a young African American from the ghetto. Joining the Coast 

Guard means security for life. “Congratulations, Charlie, that’s wonderful. Give my best regards to 

your mother!” They shake hands and wish each other good luck for the future. 

 

Gottlieb GUNTERN 

As the story of Cruising Charlie illustrates, systems therapy uses a wide range of concepts and 

methods, all based on keen observation and focused on mobilizing resources – even dead fathers! – 

and eliminating handicaps in the transactional field. To this end systems therapy also draws on 

transcultural experience, diminishing the risk of narrow-minded labelling, which all too easily declares 

as pathological what is just another form of norm. 


