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The Power of Two
Paul Ekman
and his Daughter,
Eve Ekman
By Dan Short, PhD

At the December 2017 Evolution
of Psychotherapy Conference, I had
the pleasure of hearing several talks
delivered by the renowned researcher,
Paul Ekman, PhD, and his daughter,
Eve Ekman, PhD, MSW, who is also a
researcher of emotion. Their back-andforth discussion during the lectures
helped illuminate multiple perspectives
from which each concept could be considered. The energy that they shared
seemed extra special -- the kind you
only see with people who have a deep
and secure connection. Even as they
stood on stage in front of a large audience, it did not matter if one disagreed
with the other. Each remained flexible
and interested in the other’s thinking.
For these reasons, I was all the more
delighted when the Ekmans graciously
agreed to sit down with me for an interview at breakfast.

As the father of a 15 year-old
daughter, my first question was an
earnest request for information. I
wanted to know what Paul Ekman
thought was important in giving children opportunity, but not overshadowing or pressuring them. His response
was that he always sought to understand his daughter, Eve. He also made
a conscious effort to empower her with
self-confidence. As Paul put it, “You
can’t be a shrinking violet. You take
the world and you shake it a bit. That’s
how I lived my life.” Eve agreed that
he had taught her a great deal about
self-confidence and about finding her
own way in the world of science. As
Eve explained, “For so many years, I
have learned so much from my dad
about life, about ideas, and about research. When I became old enough to
conduct research, when I finally got to
that point, to have my dad as my senior
research advisor and have him tell me
absolutely the opposite of what everyone else was telling me, was phenomenal.” Illustrating what he meant by
not being a shrinking violet, Eve explained, “He would tell me that if people don’t like it, you are on the right

track. Don’t listen to them. You don’t
need all the fancy equipment, just observe, watch, notice, and be a good observer. That was invaluable advice.”

Watching Eve speak, I could see
that she had tremendous respect for her
father and that she valued his influence. As Eve put it, “In some ways my
dad is really such a hard-nosed empiricist. I don’t think that is my natural
proclivity. But representing his legacy
and being able to describe emotion in a
way that fits with the work he did, has
influenced me. In some ways I see this
legacy working through me and I’m
trying to push that forward. And, it is
kind of arresting to me sometimes to
feel that continuity going on, watching
the process of aging, and how challenging that is. It is its own lesson for
me.” Having grown up with a father
who has always been a strong leader,
Eve made another interesting observation.

Looking at her father, she commented, “I think our roles are shifting
a bit.” She then went on to explain how
she is becoming protective of her father and how she spends more time
thinking about him and his care. With
a look of love and admiration she continued, “That role is definitely sweet
and it’s really hard.” This role that she
was seeking to describe was different
from the relationship shared between a
husband and wife who both grow old
together. It was something that is exclusive to an aging father and a devoted child. Eve went on to explain,
“It’s a role that I value. It means a lot to
me. I feel a lot of empathy for my dad,
for him losing the ability to feel okay
in his body. He has so many physical
pains and so much physical degradation. There is a sweetness in getting to
see and know all these phases in his
life. And, there is a lot of sorrow. Not
overwhelming, but definitely present.”

Turning to his daughter, Paul related, “I was 46 when you were born.
So I was definitely an older parent.
Now I’m about to turn 84. That is a big
gap, a bigger gap than you usually
find.” Paul was proud of the fact that
he and his wife are celebrating 38 years
of marriage. Then he explained that
this is his fourth marriage. So, when he
entered into this marriage, he felt determined and eager to have a child.

Paul Ekman, PhD, and his daughter,
Eve Ekman, PhD, MSW

Turning again to his daughter, Paul
confessed, “I thought that time was
running out. I really wanted to have a
child. I don’t think that it was only so
that I could prove I could be the parent
that my father could not be, but that
was certainly part of it.”

Having started our conversation
with the question of how to be a good
parent, Paul lamented, “I had the two
worst parents I could imagine. My
mother committed suicide when I was
14, after asking me to save her. This
was in 1948. She was bipolar. How
was I able to save her? There wasn’t
even medication for bipolar disorder.”
He then explained how this tragic
event determined his vocation. Paul
told me, “After her suicide, I decided I
would spend my career trying to learn
things that would help people like her.”

As if this was not enough to contend with, Paul shared the fact that his
father was physically and emotionally
abusive. Speaking of his father, Paul
added, “He was an impulsive philanderer. And the night before my mother
killed herself, she said, ‘Promise me
that you will never be unfaithful the
way your father was to me on our honeymoon.’” Rather than expressing
goodwill for his son’s future, Paul felt
cursed by his father. It was not only the
destruction of his mother’s sense of
self that he had to witness, but also a

direct assault on his own future. In a
moment of disgust, his father told him,
“I hope when you grow up you will
have a child who will make you as miserable as you’ve made me.”

This difficult past helped explain
the extraordinary character of the connection I was witnessing between these
two adults. Only a handful of people
will come as close to influencing the
world as Paul Ekman has done. However, his proudest accomplishment in
life was sitting right next to him. Still
speaking of his father, and still clearly
determined to defy this curse, Paul
added, “He did not live long enough to
see that that was not what happened. I
was a very different person than him.”
Paul made it clear that he had always
been faithful in marriage and a deeply
devoted parent. I stated the obvious:
“You did not let him affect your parenting of your daughter.” To which
Paul replied, “Not a bit!”
Again, taking up her role as someone seeking to add value to her father’s
experiences, Eve made the comment
that, “Last year on Father’s Day, my
dad told me that my grandfather was
the only pediatrician who would serve
patients of color in New Jersey. His patients really loved him. He had a strong
dedication to this cause. And that’s the
thing I see in me—this strong dedicaTWO continued on page 12
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Coming Home to Yalom
By Julie T. Anné, PhD

The following is an excerpt from “Coming Home to Yalom,” an article written
by Julie T. Anné, who has been a practicing psychologist for the last 26 years. After
the Evolution of Psychotherapy Conference 2017, she wrote a heartfelt tribute on
her website to Irvin Yalom. I encourage you to follow the link to read it in its entirety. It is truly beautiful. It can be
found at: https://anewbeginning.com/
coming-home-yalom-psychologistsjourney-back-roots/ -- Rick Landis

For five days, during what will most
certainly be one of the most inspiring
professional experiences of my life, this
awestruck psycho-fan had the sheer privilege of reveling in the wisdom, the innovation, and the heart of perhaps one of
the greatest masters of our short psychological history. Watching Dr. Otto KernIrvin Yalom, MD
berg give his three-hour lecture on the
psychodynamic origins of Borderline
Personality Disorder (and how to cure it), witnessing Drs. John and Julie Gottman
present their wealth of research on what makes marriage work (and watching them
kiss in-between presentations!), and absorbing a demonstration of Dr. Sue Johnson working her EFT magic with a couple, was fantastic.

Dr. Philip Zimbardo delivered an age-defying review of his prolific body of
work, Dr. Bessel van der Kolk showed us how “The Body Keeps the Score,” and
relative newcomer, Esther Perel, LMFT, enthralled us all with her thought-provoking insistence that we work to redefine our views and appreciate the multifac-
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tion to truly helping people, especially
those who are vulnerable.” As if being
brought back from a darker place, Paul
followed his daughter’s comments
with a more sympathetic appraisal of
his father, “He was a first-generation
American. His parents were immigrants. I never liked him, but I admired
his intelligence and dedication to service. And, I am grateful for inheriting
those things from him.”

More than just a researcher, I could
see that Paul Ekman had found a way
to apply his extensive knowledge of
emotions and act as a sort of human
shield. He was buffering his daughter
from the fiery abuse and mental anguish to which he and his parents had
likely been exposed. If there ever was
a time that he had been angry or harsh
with her, it did not show in his daughter’s face, or in her gentle self-confidence. Having witnessed so many
psychologists who failed to apply the
lessons of their craft to their own family or personal development, I felt doubly impressed by Paul Ekman’s
psychological achievements.
Switching to a lighter topic, I asked

Paul about the TV series, Lie to Me,
which was inspired by Paul Ekman’s
research and its practical application in
forensics and government security. In
this show, the lead character is the
world’s foremost authority on reading
facial expressions and detecting lies.
Another similarity is that the lead character has a mother who committed suicide, he has a history of trouble in
marriage, and he is an older father with
a young daughter. I already knew that
Paul had worked closely with the script
writer during season one as a scientific
advisor. So I was curious to find out
which part of this TV drama paralleled
real-life interactions between he and
his daughter.

Asking about this fictional psychologist, I quoted him as stating that
he would never use his lie detecting
skills on his daughter, because he felt
this would be an unfair violation of her
privacy. I asked Paul, “Did you have
this rule for yourself?” To which he
replied, “That was my line. I told them
that.” Focusing again on his desire to
be a good parent, Paul added, “I certainly think I did abide by that. I tried

eted angles of “The State of Affairs.”

While one after another of these masters were, well masters, no one brought me
home to myself like Dr. Irvin Yalom.

Eloquent, genuine, vulnerable and disclosive, this great man, theorist, and master existential-interpersonal therapist reminded us all of why we have chosen to live
our life within the professional therapeutic realm.

With heart and honesty, Dr. Yalom talked about his mistakes and his successes,
his therapeutic heart and his boundaries, his life-long self-reflection and his own
process as he grapples with existential issues of loss, impending death, and a life
well-chosen and lived.

I didn’t get a chance to thank Dr. Yalom. To tell him that he influenced me at
the beginning of my career and that he reinvigorated me at the midpoint of my career. I didn’t get a chance to tell him that I’ve trained many an effective therapist
utilizing his approach or that I’ve run only Yalom-based interpersonal process therapy groups for the past 26 years. I didn’t get a chance to tell him that I had his
book, my original copy of Love’s Executioner, tucked safely away in my purse, in
the hope that he would be able to sign it...
...Walking away in darkness, I participated in a familiar form of self-reflection, perhaps learned years earlier in a Yalom-esque fashion. Why had I not
waited? Why did I choose to leave instead of getting my book signed? Why had
I not lingered to share with Dr. Yalom my lifelong dream of writing a similarly
formatted book, before my career is over? It was completely uncharacteristic of me
as I typically work to move heaven and earth to fulfill a dream or a need. But I didn’t tonight.
And then it hit me. I was fulfilling a need. I was fulfilling my need to never
have to say “good-bye.”
Thank you Dr. Yalom for your amazing body of work, for your prolific and
moving recollections of the true moments of therapy, and for helping so many generations of therapists to be present and creative facilitators of change, for those
who so deserve to be healed.

to never put Eve in a position where
she would be tempted to lie to me. That
was the key.”

Smiling as he looked at his daughter, Paul added, “But if I thought she
was concealing something, I never
called her on it. You know that’s a different role. That is the parent as policeman. Back in the days when I used
to lecture her, when she was still a
child, I used to say, ‘I don’t want to be
the policeman. And I don’t want to be
your friend.’ Neither of these are the
role of a parent. The parent’s role is
closer to the role of a teacher than it is
a policeman or friend.” Pausing for reflection, Paul added, “But it’s not the
role of teacher either. The teacher does
not have the same emotional investment and does not make any big sacrifices.” After hearing himself say that it
was his role to make big sacrifices for
his daughter, Paul looked over at Eve
and confessed that he did not feel like
he had ever had to make any sacrifices
for her. The two of them laughed as he
asked her when she was going to ask
for a sacrifice. Eve jokingly warned,
“It’s coming!”

Our discussion continued with Paul
commenting on historical figures in
psychology, illuminating social research, and recent political events. I
tried to get Paul to tell me what he read
in President’s Trump’s face but he
stuck to his policy of not remarking on
sitting government leaders. He and Eve
did get into a disagreement over
whether or not contempt can be seen
on a certain celebrity’s face. Paul challenged his daughter to show him the
physical evidence, and Eve gladly accepted, “As soon as we get home!”
Watching these two smile and laugh,
even as they came into conflict, I experienced a sudden realization. When
your central cause is to understand
someone at deep emotional levels, then
the best aspects of humanity emerge in
every form of interaction—even conflict and disagreement. It seems to me
that the mistreatment of others represents a low emotional I.Q. And thus,
the scientific accomplishments of Paul
and Eve Ekman are something we
could all benefit from knowing.

