
“ Between the lovers”

“I worked with migrant people as a social worker where I had to be available towards them 24/7, and had to be 
responsive to all types of their problems (it was an expectation from the organisation I worked at). Parallelly, I 
launched an art therapy training for migrants, where I tried not to involve my clients, still, a female client of mine 
became a member of this art therapy group. Here she (let’s call her Sarah) met a migrant guy (let’s call him Paul, 
he was not my client) who came from the same Latin American country. They soon became best friends, spent 
all their time together, supported each other. During the art therapy training they asked me to help them to live 
together. It was a difficult procedure (as girls and guys were not allowed to move together based on my 
organisation’s policy), but I managed to fulfil their wishes. Several weeks later a drama started to arise between 
them and both of them called me and shared their thoughts and feelings about the other with me. Sarah accused 
Paul of being controlling and she hinted that she was scared of him. Still, she was rational, to the point, calm 
when she spoke to me. Paul said that Sarah took advantage of him (as he discovered that Sarah was still in a 
long-distance relationship with a married man from her home town, who still supported her financially), he used 
degrading language about Sarah. On the other hand he was afraid to lose her. Paul was very emotional, called 
me day and night and even hinted about a possible suicide. He wanted me to help him to get back to Sarah. 

One day when I met Paul, he hugged me, cried, told me that he is in terrible pain, that he would not go home ever 
again and won’t eat.

I felt that I was stuck between two people and that the whole situation was way over my role as a social worker.”
Hungary, 2018      



 

  

 

 

Judith is a 36 years old 
Hungarian woman. She’s a 

social worker in an 
association helping 

migrants and she’s also an 
art therapist.

Sarah and Paul are both in 
their twenties. They’re from 

Columbia and speak the 
same language. They’re 

migrants, looking for a job 
and also trying to fit in the 
Hungarian society.  During 

the art therapy sessions, 
they became a couple.

There are very few shared dimensions between 
Judith and the couple, everything else separates 
her from them: her age, the fact that she isn’t a 

migrant, her employee status, and also her 
continuity in living in Hungary since her childhood

The peak moment of the conversations took place over 
the phone, and during personal meetings.  

The contextual element that may have a strong impact 
is that Sarah and Paul met and became a couple during 
the art therapy sessions hosted by Judith. 

In Hungary the subject of “migration” is inexorably 
intertwined with political campaigns ever since Fidesz 
the currently ruling party used the subject of migration 
and most concretely the arrival of a wave of asylum 
seekers in summer 2015 in the electoral campaign to 
inspire fear and gain votes.  Professionals and NGOs 
dedicated to work with migrants are sometimes 
depicted as traitors who collaborate in an orchestrated 
invasion of the country by migrants.  These 
professionals and NGOs continue to work despite the 
lack of resources and official recognition.

Sarah and Paul called/met Judith because of this 
personal problem privately

Other members of the art therapy group could 
see that Sarah and Paul got on well with each 
other, and they might have seen that there were 
problems after a while, but they did not 
interfere/comment on that in any way.

IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK

is a single 32 years old algerian who's been in France from a year or two. This incident takes place at 
a party after a worshop in which the narrator is a trainer and the other person is a participant.

CONTEXT

is a single 32 years old algerian 
who's been in France from a 

year or two. This incident takes 
place at a party after a 

worshop in which the narrator 
is a trainer and the other 
person is a participant.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

The three protagonists have known each-other for a 
couple of months. 

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS

SIMILARITIES / DIFFERENCESTHE OTHER PERSON(S)

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT

THE NARRATOR



A social worker helps a young couple who formed in her art therapy group move together. 
When there is a conflict in the couple both look for her help independently and expect solutions 
from her. The man claims the girl took advantage of him. He is emotional and hints at suicide. 

The girl claims the man is controlling, says she’s scared of him. 

A social worker whose clients are migrant people 
has to help clients with managing practical/legal 
problems: Judith thinks she needs to help clients to 
manage their everyday lives/problems in a foreign 
country; to be available for them – mostly for practical 
problems - but to keep boundaries as well (not to be 
involved in their romantic lives)

An art therapist’s role is to develop self-awareness: Judith 
thinks she, as an art therapist, needs to help people to develop 
self-awareness, to get in touch with their feelings; it is important 
to keep boundaries with the participants, not to encourage 
attachment bonds with them. An art therapist should not to be 
involved in managing their clients’ everyday practical issues 
either (the role of a social worker and of an art therapist got 
mixed up here)

Professional boundaries are not clear when working with 
traumatised people: Judith knew that Paul had an abusive, 
sadistic father, and after he left the family Paul stayed with his 
domineering and controlling mother and for her Paul’s trauma 
history made it difficult to keep firm boundaries with him, to 
be able to decide where are the limits of her responsibility.  
Because of this she let Paul to ventilate to her, to share his 
deepest feelings and thoughts with her.

Identity as a competent social worker/art therapist: Judith felt that she 
was good in her profession, was useful as a social worker for her clients 
(could solve a lot of their problems) and could work well with them as an 
art therapist. When things went out of control and her clients became 
unstable, it raised doubts in her about her professional competence. 
Maybe as a social worker she shouldn’t have helped the clients to move 
together after all, and as an art therapist she might have created an overly 
intimate atmosphere where such a close connection could be formed 
between clients.  

Importance of respect in communication about others:  It is not 
acceptable for someone (here: Paul) to speak in a degrading 
language about someone else (here: Sarah).

Rules of art therapy groups: 
People do not engage in intimate 
/ sexual relationships and they do 
not seek intimate private contact 
with the therapist beyond the 
sessions.  

Need to see clearly to form an opinion: for 
Judith it would have been important to see clearly 
in this conflict, but she heard conflicting 
narratives, did not know whom to believe

A healthy romantic relationship is based on 
equality, mutuality, free will: Judith thought 
that these basic values were threatened in the 
relationship of Sarah and Paul.   

FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR “JUDITH”

FEELING SURPRISED

FRUSTRATION

FEELING SCARED FEELING CONFUSED

To just listen to someone means to support 
someone’s position: if someone only listens to the 
other’s story without commenting on it or giving 
advice, it could give the signal that the listener 
understands/supports the story teller’s position

The need to help: Judith felt that it is a 
general human obligation/need to help 
people in need, especially if they turned 
to her, and this belief played a part in her 
career choice as well (she became a 
social worker and art therapist). 

Good relationships with clients are 
important/valuable: Judith appreciated the 
close, good relationships she had with their 
clients and she did not want to risk that by 
getting too involved in their conflicts

The importance of not to hurt/cause harm to others: 
Judith felt that she did not help but hurt these people 
after all, because the way she supported them 
(arranged them to be able to live together despite the 
rules against it) backfired. 

FEELING VALUED



A social worker helps a young couple -  who got together in her art therapy 
group – to live together. When there is a conflict in the couple, both look for 
her help independently and expect solutions from her. The man claims the 

girl took advantage of him. He is emotional and hints at suicide. The girl 
claims the man is controlling, says she’s scared of him. 

Identity as a strong woman: for Sarah it was 
important not to be seen as a victim

Identity as an independent woman: it is an important part of Sarah’s identity 
that she is independent, decides freely about her relationships

It is a person’s right to keep secrets and manage 
parallel relationships: Sarah did not feel the need to 
discuss her other relationship with Paul. She accepted 
support from both men, planned the future with both 
men. She talked about the other man to Paul but it was 
not clear that they are still in contact. 

Role as a woman: a woman can accept a man’s 
– psychological, financial - support, it doesn’t 
mean that she owes something to him. 

Romantic relationships are not about 
exclusivity, commitment: romantic 
relationships are light connections, with 
no strings attached; partners should have 
little expectations towards each other.

It is acceptable to be the mistress of a 
married man: Sarah’s other (“secret”) 
relationship was with a married man at her 
country of origin.

FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “SARAH”

A client should reveal her problematic 
situations towards her social worker: 
Sarah felt that she owes Judith an 
explanation of the situation, she did not 
want to antagonize Judith.

Freedom as the ultimate 
value: for Sarah her 
personal freedom was the 
most important value in 
her life; she did not want to 
feel controlled.



A social worker helps a young couple -  who got together in her art therapy group – to live 
together. When there is a conflict in the couple, both look for her help independently and 

expect solutions from her. The man claims the girl took advantage of him. He is emotional 
and hints at suicide. The girl claims the man is controlling, says she’s scared of him. 

Expectation of monogamy in 
romantic relationships: A person 
can only be in one intimate romantic 
relationship at a time. 

Indicators of a romantic relationship: if a woman spends all of her time with 
a man, moves together with him, accepts his financial and psychological 
support than she is in an intimate relationship with him. 

Secrets are not allowed in romantic relationships: 
people in romantic relationships should be honest towards 
each other, especially about things that can be detrimental 
to the relationship, or that can strongly influence people’s 
expectations towards each other (for example if someone 
has a parallel romantic relationship, this should be 
revealed).

The use of past tense indicates that something is over: If a 
woman mentions that she had a relationship with another 
man, but then she never discusses it in the present tense, it 
means that their relationship is over.

Identity as a desirable man: Paul 
lost his belief that he is a desirable 
man

The need for reciprocity: If someone gives a lot to 
another person and if that other person accepts these, 
then this other person needs to return the favours in 
some way.

FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “PAUL”

Emotions as information: Paul felt that 
emotions could be trusted. Because he was in 
love, he felt that everything was good between 
him and Sarah. 

A man should take care of his girlfriend: 
In a romantic relationship a man should 
take care of the woman, should support 
her financially.

Identity as a failure/loser: Paul felt like a failure in the 
eyes of his mother, and he feared that in case Sarah 
kicks him out of the flat, he has to move in again with 
his mother, who would see it as another sign of Paul’s 
inadequacy. Paul felt that it would lead him to give up 
hope completely about getting out of his abusive 
family.
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