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PREFACE 



IN THE WAKE of bad news, or a spate of the blues, you pick up the telephone and call your sister, your mom, your brother, or your dad. You are looking for comfort—and often you find it. But sometimes you end up frustrated, even snapping.

Why does talk in the family so frequently go in circles, leaving us tied up in knots?

Through talk we create and shape our relationships. Through talk we are comforted; through talk we are hurt. My life’s work has been understanding relationships—how they work, how to make them work better—by figuring out the workings of everyday talk. And nowhere is talk more powerful or more troublesome than among members of our family. In this book I turn my attention to conversations that take place in the family—especially among adult family members: adults and older-adult parents; parents and grown-up children; adult sisters and brothers.

The family is a pressure cooker in which relationships roil: The same processes that drive all conversations drive family talk, but the consequences are greater, the reactions more intense, because so much is at stake—our sense of being a right sort of person, our sense that the world is a right sort of place. Here I examine what’s going on inside the pressure cooker: how ways of talking contribute to both the special balm and the particular pain that we find in our families. Once you know what’s in the pot, and how the pressure of the cooker affects what’s in it, you can stir and blend the ingredients in new and different ways.

In That’s Not What I Meant! I introduced my concept of conversational style and showed how understanding the workings of conversation can shed light on relationships—and provide a starting point to improve them. You Just Don’t Understand focused on the conversational styles of women and men—how they’re the same, how they’re different, how those differences can cause distress, and how understanding the differences can dispel some of that distress. In Talking from 9 to 5 I considered, as the original subtitle put it, “how women’s and men’s conversational styles affect who gets heard, who gets credit, and what gets done at work.” Then, in The Argument Culture, I moved to public conversations—in the media, politics, law, and education—and our tendency to approach everything as a metaphorical battle.

Now I return to my first love: the language of everyday conversation, and how it works—or fails to work—to create, reinforce, complicate, and improve relationships in the family.

We hear a lot of talk about “family” these days. Politicians pepper their speeches with the phrase “family values.” If someone leaving a job or public office gives the explanation “I want to spend more time with my family,” no one questions that motive. We excuse behavior we would otherwise not tolerate with the all-forgiving comment, “Well, they’re family.”

Why does the word carry such weight?

Family represents a sense of belonging—a foundation for everything else we are or do. It feels that if we can fit into our families, we can fit into the world. And if our families can see us for who we really are, we can be who we are not only in the family but also in the world. But the coin has another side: If members of our family—those who, presumably, know us best and care the most—are critical, find us wanting, then who will love us?

The more impersonal, complex, and overwhelming the world gets, the more we turn to our families for comfort and belonging. Though it’s possible to reject our families completely—and sometimes that becomes necessary—in most cases we want to keep contact, keep the caring. Yet at times we feel frustrated by the very contact we seek.

Sometimes it feels as if the seeds of family love yield a harvest of criticism and judgment rather than (or along with) approval and acceptance. When we talk to family members, we search for signs of love but become attuned to signs of disapproval.

One woman whose daughter called her often but ended up getting annoyed at her each time, protested, “You called me! Why do you call me if you don’t like what I say?”

We all keep calling—by telephone, e-mail, or in our hearts—because we want the connection that family affords. That’s why we need to find ways to ensure that those conversations more often yield the comfort we seek and less often lead to dismay.

Every relationship is an ambivalent one, a psychologist friend used to say. There are things we treasure, and things that irritate, about each person in our lives, including each person in our families. At times those irritations blossom into arguments—and often the arguments get as tangled as uncontrollable vines. Part of the power of understanding talk in families is the ability to see what makes this happen. With this knowledge we stand a better chance of working things out without working each other over.

WHAT’S IN STORE

In this book I look at family as a small community of speech, an organic unit that shapes and maintains itself linguistically. Here are some of the key concepts that I develop to uncover the ways that conversations create a family.

Everything we say to each other echoes with meanings left over from our past experience—both our history talking to the person before us at this moment and our history talking to others. This is especially true in the family—and our history of family talk is like a prism through which all other conversations (and relationships) are refracted.

We react not only to the meaning of the words spoken—the message—but also to what we think those words say about the relationship—the metamessage. Metamessages are unstated meanings we glean based on how someone spoke—tone of voice, phrasing—and on associations we brought to the conversation. You might say that the message communicates word meaning, but the metamessage yields heart meaning. So a crucial step in breaking the gridlock of frustrating conversations is learning to separate messages from metamessages.

An example—perhaps the most persistent and painful example—of message and metamessage in a family is the way that caring and criticizing are intertwined. As a woman named Esther said on hearing the title of this book, “When my mother says, ‘I only say this because I love you,’ I know she’s going to tell me I’m fat.” The message is just an observation about Esther’s weight. But both Esther and her mother are concerned with metamessages: what her mother’s comment says about their relationship. Her mother focuses on one metamessage: I want to help you improve because I care about you. Esther focuses on another: You’re criticizing me. And she ends up feeling, I can’t get approval from the person whose approval means the most.

The overall meaning that metamessages send can be called framing. As the anthropologist Gregory Bateson and the sociologist Erving Goffman used the term, framing is like an instruction sheet, telling us how to interpret the words we hear. (For example, “Have you thought of . . . ,” coming from a parent, is often framed as “giving advice.” And by giving advice older sisters or brothers are framing themselves as parents or parentlike siblings.)

One of the most powerful ways we have to change conversations, and relationships, for the better is reframing. Reframing can be done by talking in a different way to alter the meaning of a whole interaction: You might decide, for example, to stop offering advice and start offering understanding instead. But it can also be done simply by changing the way you interpret what is said: You might decide to regard your sibling’s advice as the suggestions of a peer rather than dismissing it with resentment: “You’re not my mother.” Throughout this book I suggest reframing as a key to understanding—and improving—conversations and relationships.

I use the terms connection and control to describe the forces that drive all our conversations—how we use talk to get closer to each other or put distance between us; how the words we choose help us gain dominance or show respect. All this takes on extra meaning when the people we’re talking to are members of our family, because a family is the most hierarchical institution and also the most connected. The power of parent over child, of an older brother or sister over a younger one, is absolute. At the same time the bond between parent and child, between brothers and sisters, is among the closest imaginable. And these strands of connection and control dovetail and are in constant play.

In talking to family members, we strive to find the right footing on a continuum between closeness and distance. We want to be close enough to feel protected and safe but not so close that we feel overwhelmed and suffocated. I call this the connection continuum. At the same time we try to find the right footing on a continuum between hierarchy and equality. Equality is, in a sense, an ideal; all relationships are more or less hierarchical, as one person always has the rank—or the force of personality—to make demands and have them met. One person’s wishes or needs impinge on the other’s actions, curtailing freedom and independence. That’s why I call this the control continuum.

Americans tend to think of one person having power or control over another as inherently unsavory, and of two people being close and equal as inherently sweet. But hierarchy or power relations can be comforting and close—think of the comfort of protection that exists between parent and child. At the same time closeness or connection can be cloying, stifling, a threat to individuality—and this, too, is represented most clearly in the relationship between parent and child, especially when children enter their teenage years.

It’s a challenge to get it right because words have meaning on both continua. What looks like a control maneuver could just as well be a connection maneuver—or both at once. An important step in understanding conversations (and hence bettering relationships) in the family is learning to see where a particular way of speaking places you on each continuum. If something feels intrusive, like an attempt to control you, consider how it is also a connection maneuver. (An example might be, “Please wait; I want to go with you on your walk, but I won’t be ready for another half hour.”) If you think you are saying something in the spirit of connection—“because I love you”—consider how it might be coming across as a control maneuver, an attempt to exercise power. (Think of the request from the perspective of the person who is eager to get going on the walk.)

CHAPTER BY CHAPTER

I introduce control and connection maneuvers, along with messages and metamessages, in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 is about another crucial dynamic in family talk—alignment: the shifting alliances and conflicts that can make a family feel like a united circle in which all join hands or a circle of dancers you can’t get into because you don’t know the steps and can’t pick up the beat. The idea of alignments captures why we sometimes feel left out in our own families—and how to make readjustments to get back in.

When conflicts arise, as they inevitably do among family members, talk sometimes heats up, gets louder, and turns into arguments. Nothing is more disheartening than finding yourself in the same argument over and over, like being stuck on a carousel that won’t stop to let you off. In Chapter 3 I look at family arguments that actually took place, showing the ways of talking that sparked the disputes, then made them escalate, and how the people caught in their grip might have spoken differently, with better results. This is also the chapter in which I introduce the idea of a control continuum and a connection continuum, and look more closely at how these two forces are related to each other and interplay.

Sometimes the most powerful weapons are lying in plain sight—like the underused (but also sometimes overused) verbal act apologizing. Many arguments result when a woman (a wife, a mother, a sister) is upset because a man (her husband, her father, her brother) refuses to apologize when he did something that caused her pain. At the same time the man is stewing because his wife, daughter, or sister seems to want him to humiliate himself by apologizing when he feels he didn’t do anything wrong. In Chapter 4, I sort out what apologies mean to women and men, and show how they can be a tonic to relationships rather than a source of conflict.

From apologizing it’s a natural step to the broader question of how gender relations affect everything that happens in a family. In Chapter 5 I look at gender patterns of talk—where they come from and how they affect even so simple a family ritual as the evening meal, when a mother might say to her child, “Tell Daddy what you did today.” I showed in You Just Don’t Understand why talking to someone of the other sex can feel like talking to someone from another world. This is just as true—and especially troubling—when the person you’re talking to is a member of your family. Understanding how gender patterns of talk affect family relationships is crucial in finding a common language to bridge those worlds.

Talking to teenagers (or trying to) is an extreme case of the differing worldviews two people in a family can have. Teens are beginning to go out into the world—and it’s a different world from the one their parents know. Because of conflicting assumptions about the world and how it works, conversations between teens and the adults they live with can spiral out of control, never getting settled. Chapter 6 considers conversations with teenagers. It also is the chapter in which I explore the concept of framing: how arguments can result from clashing frames, and how reframing can help resolve disputes.

“My relationship with my mother keeps changing,” said a man who lost his mother to cancer when he was a young adult. In Chapter 7 I explore some of the changes—and some of the constancies—in conversations with our mothers throughout our lives, even after our mothers are gone. I also consider the special challenge to mothers talking to their adult children. Mothers in particular come to mind when people hear my title I Only Say This Because I Love You. As perhaps the most powerful family relationship, the mother-child constellation is a crystal of many sides, each of which reflects an aspect of communication that has reverberations for all other family relationships as well.

It is impossible to talk about mothers without also talking about fathers, since the roles mothers play in the family are inextricably interwoven with the roles of fathers—as when mothers become Communication Central, relaying and mediating information between their husbands and their children. Thus, fathers appear prominently in Chapter 7, and in other chapters as well.

Next, Chapter 8 is about siblings: the sisters and brothers who are our companions and rivals. I am concerned primarily with the adult sibling relationships that so enrich, and so vex, our dealings with family. But I also look at conversations among sisters and brothers growing up, to find the sources of themes that are echoed when we talk to our siblings as adults.

Given the different conversational styles of women and men, and those of different generations, talking at home is like trying to talk across cultures. Sometimes a family involves people who grew up in different countries or different parts of the country, or who come from different social classes, different economic levels, different cultural backgrounds. When two people join their lives, they bring along a host of family members of their own—from previous marriages, or from the family they grew up in. Talking to in-laws can be especially challenging if their backgrounds have resulted in differing conversational styles—speech habits like volubility or taciturnity; directness or indirectness; how loudly or softly, how quickly or slowly, to speak; attitudes toward interruption, asking questions, and joking; and so on. The last chapter shows how conversational style affects families whose members come from vastly, or even slightly, different cultural backgrounds. In that sense it is also a guide to talking with in-laws.

Although this book is mostly about adult family members, family relationships begin in the homes where we grew up, and I also have much to say—throughout the book—about conversations among parents and children, and between siblings growing up.

ALL IN THE FAMILY

In their lives together, families often confront major conflicts caused by illness, abuse, infidelity, alcoholism, incest, and tragic events like the death of a child. I will not deal with these cataclysmic events here: Psychologists are trained to do this. My training is as a linguist, an analyst of conversation. Drawing on this expertise, I focus on the daily strains and verbal exchanges that both constitute and complicate family relationships.

Families take many forms: Children may be raised by one parent, two parents, foster parents, grandparents—even great-grandparents. Aunts and uncles or stepparents move in, move out, or stay for the duration. Families include parents and children who are gay or lesbian. A family can be as small as two people of one generation or as large as ten or more children and three or even four generations living together. I don’t address these diversities directly, yet everything I have to say applies to all kinds of families: how the pushes and pulls of conversation reflect and negotiate the pushes and pulls of relationships.

Families also come in all the racial, class, and gender distinctions that people come in. The individuals who people my examples come from a wide range of backgrounds. There are Asian Americans, African Americans, Mexican Americans, and whites; there are middle-class, working-class, and upper-middle-class people; there are lesbian, gay, and straight people. In presenting examples, I don’t specify these distinctions. This omission could be seen as contributing to the invisibility of anyone who is not mainstream, but I see it as evidence of the universality of the forces that I describe.

Each of us lives our own life, and no one—not even the people we live with or the person we are closest to—knows what the world looks like from our point of view. The husband who has been away at work does not really know the many burdens his wife is managing in order to provide the “hold” in household—holding things together by doing many tasks at once. At the same time the wife who is angry because her husband tells her on Friday night that he is going to work yet another weekend cannot know the pressure he is under when a report is due on Monday and the statistics he thought were final were just found to be way off. And neither of them can really understand the world of their teenage daughter or son, ruled by the norms, expectations, and reactions of peers.

Precisely because we can’t really see the world from someone else’s point of view, it is crucial that we find ways to talk to each other so we can explain our points of view and work out solutions—or at least compromises—rather than talk in circles, argue about ways of arguing, or let vital issues drop to avoid arguments.

There are few experiences as satisfying as a family conversation that goes well. You can talk to each other about anything, from the deepest concerns to the most trivial daily encounters. Your sense of rhythm, timing, and directness are all in sync; you laugh at the same jokes, find the same topics of interest. You can refer, without explanation, to events that took place when you were a child and to people long gone that you both knew. You speak a private language—a familylect—that only members of your family share.

Understanding how talk works can ensure that more family conversations are satisfying and fewer lead to frustration. There is a gift simply in realizing that you are not alone—that other families are experiencing similar conflicts, comparable strains. Understanding the workings of conversational style in families gives you a language in which to talk about what’s going on—and the tools to make sure that talk works for you rather than against you in building the relationships that are so central to your life.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

“Where Do You Get Your Examples?”



THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK I present conversations to illustrate the workings of talk. I would like to answer in advance the question “Where do you get your examples?”

All my examples come from real conversations that actually took place. In many cases the conversations were captured on tape, and my analyses are based on the transcripts.

Some of the examples I present were recorded by families who participated in a two-year study I am codirecting with Shari Kendall at Georgetown University, with support from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. As part of this study, couples who have children living at home and who both work outside the home tape-recorded all the conversations they participated in, together or separately, for a week. The recordings were listened to, logged in, and in some cases transcribed by graduate student research assistants, who also helped identify segments relevant to the themes of this book. The larger study—which was still in its early stages as I completed this book—is designed to examine the role of talk in meeting the challenge of balancing work and family. Here I use only the transcripts of talk at home. Although I occasionally changed minor details to assure anonymity, and eliminated some hesitations and false starts to make the dialogue more readable, these conversations otherwise appear exactly as they occurred. The speakers themselves have seen and approved my use of their talk.

I have also taken examples from television documentaries that showed families in the privacy of their homes over time. Two of these were shown in the United States by the Public Broadcasting System. For An American Love Story, which aired in five two-hour segments in September 1999, the filmmaker Jennifer Fox followed the family of Karen Wilson, Bill Sims, and their two daughters in Queens, New York, over two years beginning in 1992. For An American Family, which appeared in twelve weekly hourlong segments in 1973, the filmmakers Alan and Susan Raymond and the producer, Craig Gilbert, filmed the family of William and Pat Loud and their five children in Santa Barbara, California, for seven months. Americans who watched this series will recall that during the filming Pat and Bill Loud decided to divorce and their son Lance came out as gay.

A third television documentary, called Sylvania Waters, was filmed in Australia over six months in the home of the New Zealander Noeline Baker, her Australian boyfriend (whom she planned to marry), and her teenage son by a previous marriage. The twelve programs were shown by the Australian Broadcasting Commission in 1992 and by the British Broadcasting Corporation in 1993. The excerpts I analyze appeared in an academic paper published by the Australian researcher David A. Lee of the University of Queensland.

Because the dinner table is a setting at which family members gather and talk, many researchers in the fields of linguistics, sociology, and anthropology have based studies on tape recordings of dinner-table conversations. Their academic articles provide another source for the examples that I draw on. I always identify the researchers and their publications when I borrow their examples. I also try to make clear when the analysis I present is my own interpretation of the authors’ examples and when I am recounting the authors’ own findings.

During the many years I have been teaching courses in analyzing conversation at Georgetown University, students in my classes have recorded conversations in their own homes and in the homes of friends who are amenable to being taped. For the last two years I have taught graduate seminars on family communication. I cite transcripts students analyzed in their term papers as well as insights that emerged in class discussion and in the course readings, always with attribution.

I should emphasize that taping is always done with the knowledge and consent of everyone concerned. Although this introduces the possibility that speakers’ behavior is influenced by knowing a tape recorder is running, the level of language I am concerned with is not something people tend to focus on, even if they are on their guard. (Their self-censorship is generally aimed at not revealing compromising information.) The give-and-take of interaction in a family, when the tape recorder is running over an extended period of time, tends to take over. Readers can, in the end, judge for themselves whether the conversations they overhear on these pages sound like those they have had in the privacy of their own homes.

Other conversations that appear in this book were not captured on tape but rather reported to me by relatives, friends, or casual acquaintances—either because I specifically asked for their experiences or by chance in the course of our own conversations. In presenting interactions that were reported to me, or that I experienced or overheard, I construct dialogue out of a combination of reported, remembered, and overheard speech much as a novelist invents dialogue. In these cases I often change details to preserve the anonymity of the people involved, though I try hard to get the wording just as it was reported, remembered, or overheard. Here, too, I always show the principals what I have written about them, to make sure that I got it right and that they are comfortable with my use of their lives.

I always specify when examples are taken from transcripts. In the absence of such specification, the dialogue is my creation—but every conversation I thus created is based on a real interaction.
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“I Can’t Even Open My Mouth”



Separating Messages from Metamessages in Family Talk

DO YOU REALLY need another piece of cake?” Donna asks George.

“You bet I do,” he replies, with that edge to his voice that implies, “If I wasn’t sure I needed it before, I am darned sure now.”

Donna feels hamstrung. She knows that George is going to say later that he wished he hadn’t had that second piece of cake.

“Why are you always watching what I eat?” George asks.

“I was just watching out for you,” Donna replies. “I only say it because I love you.”

Elizabeth, in her late twenties, is happy to be making Thanksgiving dinner for her extended family in her own home. Her mother, who is visiting, is helping out in the kitchen. As Elizabeth prepares the stuffing for the turkey, her mother remarks, “Oh, you put onions in the stuffing?”

Feeling suddenly as if she were sixteen years old again, Elizabeth turns on her mother and says, “I’m making the stuffing, Mom. Why do you have to criticize everything I do?”

“I didn’t criticize,” her mother replies. “I just asked a question. What’s got into you? I can’t even open my mouth.”

The allure of family—which is, at heart, the allure of love—is to have someone who knows you so well that you don’t have to explain yourself. It is the promise of someone who cares enough about you to protect you against the world of strangers who do not wish you well. Yet, by an odd and cruel twist, it is the family itself that often causes pain. Those we love are looking at us so close-up that they see all our blemishes—see them as if through a magnifying glass. Family members have innumerable opportunities to witness our faults and feel they have a right to point them out. Often their intention is to help us improve. They feel, as Donna did, “I only say it because I love you.”

Family members also have a long shared history, so everything we say in a conversation today echoes with meanings from the past. If you have a tendency to be late, your parent, sibling, or spouse may say, “We have to leave at eight”—and then add, “It’s really important. Don’t be late. Please start your shower at seven, not seven-thirty!” These extra injunctions are demeaning and interfering, but they are based on experience. At the same time, having experienced negative judgments in the past, we develop a sixth sense to sniff out criticism in almost anything a loved one says—even an innocent question about ingredients in the stuffing. That’s why Elizabeth’s mother ends up feeling as if she can’t even open her mouth—and Elizabeth ends up feeling criticized.

When we are children our family constitutes the world. When we grow up family members—not only our spouses but also our grown-up children and adult sisters and brothers—keep this larger-than-life aura. We overreact to their judgments because it feels as if they were handed down by the Supreme Court and are unassailable assessments of our value as human beings. We bristle because these judgments seem unjust; or because we sense a kernel of truth we would rather not face; or because we fear that if someone who knows us so well judges us harshly we must really be guilty, so we risk losing not only that person’s love but everyone else’s, too. Along with this heavy load of implications comes a dark resentment that a loved one is judging us at all—and has such power to wound.

“I still fight with my father,” a man who had reached a high position in journalism said to me. “He’s been dead twenty-one years.” I asked for an example. “He’d tell me that I had to comb my hair and dress better, that I’d learn when I grew up that appearance is important.” When he said this I noticed that his hair was uncombed, and the tails of his faded shirt were creeping out from the waist of his pants. He went on, “I told him I’d ignore that. And now sometimes when I’m going somewhere important, I’ll look in the mirror and think— I’ll say to him in my mind, ‘See? I am a success and it didn’t matter.’”

This man’s “fights” with his father are about approval. No matter what age we’ve reached, no matter whether our parents are alive or dead, whether we were close to them or not, there are times when theirs are the eyes through which we view ourselves, theirs the standards against which we measure ourselves when we wonder whether we have measured up. The criticism of parents carries extra weight, even when children are adults.

I CARE, THEREFORE I CRITICIZE 

Some family members feel they have not only a right but an obligation to tell you when they think you’re doing something wrong. A woman from Thailand recalls that when she was in her late teens and early twenties, her mother frequently had talks with her in which she tried to set her daughter straight. “At the end of each lecture,” the woman says, “my mother would always tell me, ‘I have to complain about you because I am your mother and I love you. Nobody else will talk to you the way I do because they don’t care.’”

It sometimes seems that family members operate under the tenet “I care, therefore I criticize.” To the one who is being told to do things differently, what comes through loudest and clearest is the criticism. But the one offering suggestions and judgments is usually focused on the caring. A mother, for example, was expressing concern about her daughter’s boyfriend: He didn’t have a serious job, he didn’t seem to want one, and she didn’t think he was a good prospect for marriage. The daughter protested that her mother disapproved of everyone she dated. Her mother responded indignantly, “Would you rather I didn’t care?”

As family members we wonder why our parents, children, siblings, and spouses are so critical of us. But as family members we also feel frustrated because comments we make in the spirit of caring are taken as criticizing.

Both sentiments are explained by the double meaning of giving advice: a loving sign of caring, a hurtful sign of criticizing. It’s impossible to say which is right; both meanings are there. Sorting out the ambiguous meanings of caring and criticizing is difficult because language works on two levels: the message and the metamessage. Separating these levels—and being aware of both—is crucial to improving communication in the family.

THE INTIMATE CRITIC:WHEN METAMESSAGES HURT 

Because those closest to us have front-row seats to view our faults, we quickly react—sometimes overreact—to any hint of criticism. The result can be downright comic, as in Phyllis Richman’s novel Who’s Afraid of Virginia Ham? One scene, a conversation between the narrator and her adult daughter, Lily, shows how criticism can be the metronome providing the beat for the family theme song. The dialogue goes like this:

         

	LILY:	Am I too critical of people?

	MOTHER:	What people? Me?

	LILY:	Mamma, don’t be so self-centered.

	MOTHER:	Lily, don’t be so critical.

	LILY:	I knew it. You do think I’m critical. Mamma, why do you always have to find something wrong with me?


The mother then protests that it was Lily who asked if she was too critical, and now she’s criticizing her mother for answering. Lily responds, “I can’t follow this. Sometimes you’re impossibly hard to talk to.”

It turns out that Lily is upset because her boyfriend, Brian, told her she is too critical of him. She made a great effort to stop criticizing, but now she’s having a hard time keeping her resolve. He gave her a sexy outfit for her birthday—it’s expensive and beautiful—but the generous gift made her angry because she took it as criticism of the way she usually dresses.

In this brief exchange Richman captures the layers of meaning that can make the most well-intentioned comment or action a source of conflict and hurt among family members. Key to understanding why Lily finds the conversation so hard to follow—and her mother so hard to talk to—is separating messages from metamessages. The message is the meaning of the words and sentences spoken, what anyone with a dictionary and a grammar book could figure out. Two people in a conversation usually agree on what the message is. The metamessage is meaning that is not said—at least not in so many words—but that we glean from every aspect of context: the way something is said, who is saying it, or the fact that it is said at all.

Because they do not reside in the words themselves, metamessages are hard to deal with. Yet they are often the source of both comfort and hurt. The message (as I’ve said) is the word meaning while the metamessage is the heart meaning—the meaning that we react to most strongly, that triggers emotion.

When Lily asked her mother if she was too critical of people, the message was a question about Lily’s own personality. But her mother responded to what she perceived as the metamessage: that Lily was feeling critical of her. This was probably based on experience: Her daughter had been critical of her in the past. If Lily had responded to the message alone, she would have answered, “No, not you. I was thinking of Brian.” But she, too, is reacting to a metamessage—that her mother had made herself the point of a comment that was not about her mother at all. Perhaps Lily’s resentment was also triggered because her mother still looms so large in her life.

The mixing up of message and metamessage also explains Lily’s confused response to the gift of sexy clothing from her boyfriend. The message is the gift. But what made Lily angry was what she thought the gift implied: that Brian finds the way she usually dresses not sexy enough—and unattractive. This implication is the metamessage, and it is what made Lily critical of the gift, of Brian, and of herself. Metamessages speak louder than messages, so this is what Lily reacted to most strongly.

It’s impossible to know whether Brian intended this metamessage. It’s possible that he wishes Lily would dress differently; it’s also possible that he likes the way she dresses just fine but simply thought this particular outfit would look good on her. That’s what makes metamessages so difficult to pinpoint and talk about: They’re implicit, not explicit.

When we talk about messages, we are talking about the meanings of words. But when we talk about metamessages, we are talking about relationships. And when family members react to each other’s comments, it’s metamessages they are usually responding to. Richman’s dialogue is funny because it shows how we all get confused between messages and metamessages when we talk to those we are close to. But when it happens in the context of a relationship we care about, our reactions often lead to hurt rather than to humor.

In all the conversations that follow, both in this chapter and throughout the book, a key to improving relationships within the family is distinguishing the message from the metamessage, and being clear about which one you are reacting to. One way you can do this is metacommunicating—talking about communication.

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH FRENCH BREAD?” TRY METACOMMUNICATING 

The movie Divorce American Style begins with Debbie Reynolds and Dick Van Dyke preparing for dinner guests—and arguing. She lodges a complaint: that all he does is criticize. He protests that he doesn’t. She says she can’t discuss it right then because she has to take the French bread out of the oven. He asks, “French bread?”

A simple question, right? Not even a question, just an observation. But on hearing it Debbie Reynolds turns on him, hands on hips, ready for battle: “What’s wrong with French bread?” she asks, her voice full of challenge.

“Nothing,” he says, all innocence. “It’s just that I really like those little dinner rolls you usually make.” This is like the bell that sets in motion a boxing match, which is stopped by another bell—the one at the front door announcing their guests have arrived.

Did he criticize or didn’t he? On the message level, no. He simply asked a question to confirm what type of bread she was preparing. But on the metamessage level, yes. If he were satisfied with her choice of bread, he would not comment, except perhaps to compliment. Still, you might ask, So what? So what if he prefers the dinner rolls she usually makes to French bread? Why is it such a big deal? The big deal is explained by her original complaint: She feels that he is always criticizing—always telling her to do things differently than she chose to do them.

The big deal, in a larger sense, is a paradox of family: We depend on those closest to us to see our best side, and often they do. But because they are so close, they also see our worst side. You want the one you love to be an intimate ally who reassures you that you’re doing things right, but sometimes you find instead an intimate critic who implies, time and again, that you’re doing things wrong. It’s the cumulative effect of minor, innocent suggestions that creates major problems. You will never work things out if you continue to talk about the message—about French bread versus dinner rolls—rather than the metamessage—the implication that your partner is dissatisfied with everything you do. (Divorce American Style was made in 1967; that it still rings true today is evidence of how common—and how recalcitrant—such conversational quagmires are.)

One way to approach a dilemma like this is to metacommunicate—to talk about ways of talking. He might say that he feels he can’t open his mouth to make a suggestion or comment because she takes everything as criticism. She might say that she feels he’s always dissatisfied with what she does, rather than turn on him in a challenging way. Once they both understand this dynamic, they will come up with their own ideas about how to address it. For example, he might decide to preface his question with a disclaimer: “I’m not criticizing the French bread.” Or maybe he does want to make a request—a direct one—that she please make dinner rolls because he likes them. They might also set a limit on how many actions of hers he can question in a day. The important thing is to talk about the metamessage she is reacting to: that having too many of her actions questioned makes her feel that her partner in life has changed into an in-house inspection agent, on the lookout for wrong moves.

LIVING WITH THE RECYCLING POLICE 

“This is recyclable,” Helen exclaims, brandishing a small gray cylinder that was once at the center of a roll of toilet paper. There she stops, as if the damning evidence is sufficient to rest her case.

“I know it’s recyclable,” says Samuel. “You don’t have to tell me.” He approves of recycling and generally practices it, if not quite as enthusiastically (he would say obsessively) as Helen. But this time he slipped: In a moment of haste he tossed the cardboard toilet paper tube into the wastebasket. Now Helen has found it and wants to know why it was there. “You can’t go through the garbage looking for things I threw away,” Samuel protests. “Our relationship is more important than a toilet paper carcass.”

“I’m not talking about our relationship,” Helen protests. “I’m talking about recycling.”

Helen was right: She was talking about recycling. But Samuel was right, too. If you feel like you’re living with the recycling police—or the diet police, or the neatness police—someone who assumes the role of judge of your actions and repeatedly finds you guilty—it takes the joy out of living together. Sometimes it even makes you wish, for a fleeting moment, that you lived alone, in peace. In that sense, Samuel was talking about the relationship.

Helen was focusing on the message: the benefits of recycling. Samuel was focusing on the metamessage: the implication he perceives that Helen is enforcing rules and telling him he broke one. Perhaps, too, he is reacting to the metamessage of moral superiority in Helen’s being the more fervent recycler. Because messages lie in words, Helen’s position is more obviously defensible. But it’s metamessages that have clout, because they stir emotions, and emotions are the currency of relationships.

In understanding Samuel’s reaction, it’s also crucial to bear in mind that the meaning of Helen’s remark resides not just in the conversation of the moment but in the resonance of all the conversations on the subject they’ve had in their years together—as well as the conversations Samuel had before that, especially while growing up in his own family. Furthermore, it’s her repeatedly remarking on what he does or does not recycle that gives Samuel the impression that living with Helen is like living with the recycling police.

GIVE ME CONNECTION, GIVE ME CONTROL 

There is another dimension to this argument—another aspect of communication that complicates everything we say to each other but that is especially powerful in families. That is our simultaneous but conflicting desires for connection and for control.

In her view Helen is simply calling her husband’s attention to a small oversight in their mutual pursuit of a moral good—an expression of their connection. Their shared policy on recycling reflects their shared life: his trash is her trash. But Samuel feels that by installing herself as the judge of his actions, she is placing herself one-up. In protest he accuses, “You’re trying to control me.”

Both connection and control are at the heart of family. There is no relationship as close—and none as deeply hierarchical—as the relationship between parent and child, or between older and younger sibling. To understand what goes on when family members talk to each other, you have to understand how the forces of connection and control reflect both closeness and hierarchy in a family.

“He’s like family,” my mother says of someone she likes. Underlying this remark is the assumption that family connotes closeness, being connected to each other. We all seek connection:It makes us feel safe; it makes us feel loved. But being close means you care about what those you are close to think. Whatever you do has an impact on them, so you have to take their needs and preferences into account. This gives them power to control your actions, limiting your independence and making you feel hemmed in.

Parents and older siblings have power over children and younger siblings as a result of their age and their roles in the family. At the same time, ways of talking create power. Younger siblings or children can make life wonderful or miserable for older siblings or parents by what they say—or refuse to say. Some family members increase their chances of getting their way by frequently speaking up, or by speaking more loudly and more forcefully. Some increase their influence by holding their tongues, so others become more and more concerned about winning them over.

“Don’t tell me what to do. Don’t try to control me” are frequent protests within families. It is automatic for many of us to think in terms of power relations and to see others’ incursions on our freedom as control maneuvers. We are less likely to think of them as connection maneuvers, but they often are that, too. At every moment we’re struggling not only for control but also for love, approval, and involvement. What’s tough is that the same actions and comments can be either control maneuvers or connection maneuvers—or, as in most cases, both at once.

CONTROL MANEUVER OR CONNECTION MANEUVER? 

“Don’t start eating yet,” Louis says to Claudia as he walks out of the kitchen. “I’ll be right there.”

Famished, Claudia eyes the pizza before her. The aroma of tomato sauce and melted cheese is so sweet, her mouth thinks she has taken a bite. But Louis, always slow-moving, does not return, and the pizza is cooling. Claudia feels a bit like their dog Muffin when she was being trained: “Wait!” the instructor told Muffin, as the hungry dog poised pitifully beside her bowl of food. After pausing long enough to be convinced Muffin would wait forever, the trainer would say, “Okay!” Only then would Muffin fall into the food.

Was Louis intentionally taking his time in order to prove he could make Claudia wait no matter how hungry she was? Or was he just eager for them to sit down to dinner together? In other words, when he said, “Don’t start eating yet,” was it a control maneuver, to make her adjust to his pace and timing, or a connection maneuver, to preserve their evening ritual of sharing food? The answer is, it was both. Eating together is one of the most evocative rituals that bond individuals as a family. At the same time, the requirement that they sit down to dinner together gave Louis the power to make Claudia wait. So the need for connection entailed control, and controlling each other is in itself a kind of connection.

Control and connection are intertwined, often conflicting forces that thread through everything said in a family. These dual forces explain the double meaning of caring and criticizing. Giving advice, suggesting changes, and making observations are signs of caring when looked at through the lens of connection. But looked at through the lens of control, they are put-downs, interfering with our desire to manage our own lives and actions, telling us to do things differently than we choose to do them. That’s why caring and criticizing are tied up like a knot.

The drives toward connection and toward control are the forces that underlie our reactions to metamessages. So the second step in improving communication in the family—after distinguishing between message and metamessage—is understanding the double meaning of control and connection. Once these multiple layers are sorted out and brought into focus, talking about ways of talking—metacommunicating—can help solve family problems rather than making them worse.

SMALL SPARK, BIG EXPLOSION 

Given the intricacies of messages and metamessages, and of connection and control, the tiniest suggestion or correction can spark an explosion fueled by the stored energy of a history of criticism. One day, for example, Vivian was washing dishes. She tried to fix the drain cup in an open position so it would catch debris and still allow water to drain, but it kept falling into the closed position. With a mental shrug of her shoulders, she decided to leave it, since she didn’t have many dishes to wash and the amount of water that would fill the sink wouldn’t be that great. But a moment later her husband, Mel, happened by and glanced at the sink. “You should keep the drain open,” he said, “so the water can drain.”

This sounds innocent enough in the telling. Vivian could have said, “I tried, but it kept slipping in, so I figured it didn’t matter that much.” Or she could have said, “It’s irritating to feel that you’re looking over my shoulder all the time, telling me to do things differently from the way I’m doing them.” This was, in fact, what she was feeling—and why she experienced, in reaction to Mel’s suggestion, a small eruption of anger that she had to expend effort to suppress.

Vivian was surprised at what she did say. She made up a reason and implied she had acted on purpose: “I figured it would be easier to clean the strainer if I let it drain all at once.” This thought had occurred to her when she decided not to struggle any longer to balance the drain cup in an open position, though it wasn’t true that she did it on purpose for that reason. But by justifying her actions, Vivian gave Mel the opening to argue for his method, which he did.

“The whole sink gets dirty if you let it fill up with water,” Mel said. Vivian decided to let it drop and remained silent. Had she spoken up, the result would probably have been an argument.

Throughout this interchange Vivian and Mel focused on the message: When you wash the dishes, should the drain cup be open or closed? Just laying out the dilemma in these terms shows how ridiculous it is to argue about. Wars are being fought; people are dying; accident or illness could throw this family into turmoil at any moment. The position of the drain cup in the sink is not a major factor in their lives. But the conversation wasn’t really about the message—the drain cup—at least not for Vivian.

Mel probably thought he was just making a suggestion about the drain cup, and in the immediate context he was. But messages always bring metamessages in tow: In the context of the history of their relationship, Mel’s comment was not so much about a drain cup as it was about Vivian’s ability to do things right and Mel’s role as judge of her actions.

This was clear to Vivian, which is why she bristled at his comment, but it was less clear to Mel. Our field of vision is different depending on whether we’re criticizing or being criticized. The critic tends to focus on the message: “I just made a suggestion. Why are you so touchy?” The one who feels criticized, however, is responding to the metamessage, which is harder to explain. If Vivian had complained, “You’re always telling me how to do things,” Mel would surely have felt, and might well have said, “I can’t even open my mouth.”

At the same time, connection and control are in play. Mel’s assumption that he and Vivian are on the same team makes him feel comfortable giving her pointers. Furthermore, if a problem develops with the sink’s drainage, he’s the one who will have to fix it. Their lives are intertwined; that’s where the connection lies. But if Vivian feels she can’t even wash dishes without Mel telling her to do it differently, then it seems to her that he is trying to control her. It’s as if she has a boss to answer to in her own kitchen.

Vivian might explain her reaction in terms of metamessages. Understanding and respecting her perspective, Mel might decide to limit his suggestions and corrections. Or Vivian might decide that she is overinterpreting the metamessage and make an effort to focus more on the message, taking some of Mel’s suggestions and ignoring others. Once they both understand the metamessages as well as the messages they are communicating and reacting to, they can metacommunicate: talk about each other’s ways of talking and how they might talk differently to avoid hurt and recriminations.

“WOULDN’T YOU RATHER HAVE SALMON?” 

Irene and David are looking over their menus in a restaurant. David says he will order a steak. Irene says, “Did you notice they also have salmon?”

This question exasperates David; he protests, “Will you please stop criticizing what I eat?”

Irene feels unfairly accused: “I didn’t criticize. I just pointed out something on the menu I thought you might like.”

The question “Did you notice they also have salmon?” is not, on the message level, a criticism. It could easily be friendly and helpful, calling attention to a menu item her husband might have missed. But, again, conversations between spouses—or between any two people who have a history—are always part of an on-going relationship. David knows that Irene thinks he eats too much red meat, too much dessert, and, generally speaking, too much.

Against the background of this aspect of their relationship, any indication that Irene is noticing what he is eating is a reminder to David that she disapproves of his eating habits. That’s why the question “Do you really want to have dessert?” will be heard as “You shouldn’t have dessert,” and the observation “That’s a big piece of cake” will communicate “That piece of cake is too big,” regardless of how they’re intended. The impression of disapproval comes not from the message—the words spoken—but from the metamessage, which grows out of their shared history.

It’s possible that Irene really was not feeling disapproval when she pointed out the salmon on the menu, but it’s also possible that she was and preferred not to admit it. Asking a question is a handy way of expressing disapproval without seeming to. But to the extent that the disapproval comes through, such indirect means of communicating can make for more arguments, and more hurt feelings on both sides. Irene sees David overreacting to an innocent, even helpful, remark, and he sees her hounding him about what he eats and then denying having done so. Suppose he had announced he was going to order salmon. Would she have said, “Did you notice they also have steak?” Not likely. It is reasonable, in this context, to interpret any alternative suggestion to an announced decision as dissatisfaction with that decision.

Though Irene and David’s argument has much in common with the previous examples, the salmon versus steak decision is weightier than French bread versus dinner rolls, recycling, or drain cups. Irene feels that David’s health—maybe even his life—is at stake. He has high cholesterol, and his father died young of a heart attack. Irene has good reason to want David to eat less red meat. She loves him, and his health and life are irrevocably intertwined with hers. Here is another paradox of family: A blessing of being close is knowing that someone cares about you: cares what you do and what happens to you. But caring also means interference and disapproval.

In other words, here again is the paradox of connection and control. From the perspective of control, Irene is judging and interfering; from the perspective of connection, she is simply recognizing that her life and David’s are intertwined. This potent brew is family: Just knowing that someone has the closeness to care and the right to pass judgment—and that you care so much about that judgment—creates resentment that can turn into anger.

CRYING LITERAL MEANING: HOW NOT TO RESOLVE ARGUMENTS 

When Irene protested, “I didn’t criticize,” she was crying literal meaning: taking refuge in the message level of talk, ducking the metamessage. All of us do that when we want to avoid a fight but still get our point across. In many cases this defense is sincere, though it does not justify ignoring or denying the metamessage someone else may have perceived. If the person we’re talking to believes it wasn’t “just a suggestion,” keeping the conversation focused on the message can result in interchanges that sound like a tape loop playing over and over. Let’s look more closely at an actual conversation in which this happened—one that was taped by the people who had it.

Sitting at the dining room table, Evelyn is filling out an application. Because Joel is the one who has access to a copy machine at work, the last step of the process will rest on his shoulders. Evelyn explains, “Okay, so you’ll have to attach the voided check here, after you make the Xerox copy. Okay?” Joel takes the papers, but Evelyn goes on: “Okay just— Please get that out tomorrow. I’m counting on you, hon. I’m counting on you, love.”

Joel reacts with annoyance: “Oh, for Pete’s sake.”

Evelyn is miffed in turn: “What do you mean by that?”

Joel turns her words back on her: “What do you mean by that?”

The question “What do you mean by that?” is a challenge. When communication runs smoothly, the meanings of words are self-evident, or at least we assume they are. (We may discover later that we misinterpreted them.) Although “What do you mean?” might be an innocent request for clarification, adding “by that” usually signals not so much that you didn’t understand what the other person meant but that you understood—all too well—the implication of the words, and you didn’t like it.

Evelyn cries literal meaning. She sticks to the message: “Oh, honey, I just mean I’m counting on you.”

Joel calls attention to the metamessage: “Yes, but you say it in a way that suggests I can’t be counted on.”

Evelyn protests, accurately, “I never said that.”

But Joel points to evidence of the metamessage: “I’m talking about your tone.”

I suspect Joel was using tone as a catchall way of describing the metamessage level of talk. Moreover, it probably wasn’t only the way Evelyn spoke—her tone—that he was reacting to but the fact that Evelyn said it at all. If she really felt she could count on him, she would just hand over the task. “I’m counting on you” is what people say to reinforce the importance of doing something when they believe extra reinforcement is needed. Here, the shared history of the relationship adds meaning to the metamessage as well. Joel has reason to believe that Evelyn feels she can’t count on him.

Later in the same conversation, Joel takes a turn crying literal meaning. He unplugs the radio from the wall in the kitchen and brings it into the dining room so they can listen to the news. He sets it on the table and turns it on.

“Why aren’t you using the plug?” Evelyn asks. “Why waste the batteries?” This sparks a heated discussion about the relative importance of saving batteries. Evelyn then suggests, “Well, we could plug it in right here,” and offers Joel the wire.

Joel shoots her a look.

Evelyn protests, “Why are you giving me a dirty look?”

And Joel cries literal meaning: “I’m not!” After all, you can’t prove a facial expression; it’s not in the message.

“You are!” Evelyn insists, reacting to the metamessage: “Just because I’m handing this to you to plug in.”

I have no doubt that Joel did look at Evelyn with annoyance or worse, but not because she handed him a plug—that would be literal meaning, too. He was surely reacting to the metamessage of being corrected, of her judging his actions. For her part, Evelyn probably felt Joel was irrationally refusing to plug in the radio when an electrical outlet was staring them in the face.

How to sort through this jumble of messages and metamessages? The message level is a draw. Some people prefer the convenience of letting the radio run on batteries when it’s moved from its normal perch to a temporary one. Others find it obviously reasonable to plug the radio in when there’s an outlet handy, to save batteries. Convenience or frugality, take your pick. We all do. But when you live with someone else—caution! It may seem natural to suggest that others do things the way you would do them, but that is taking account only of the message. Giving the metamessage its due, the expense in spirit and goodwill is more costly than batteries. Being corrected all the time is wearying. And it’s even more frustrating when you try to talk about what you believe they implied and they cry literal meaning—denying having “said” what you know they communicated.

Consider, too, the role of connection and control. Telling someone what to do is a control maneuver. But it is also a connection maneuver: Your lives are intertwined, and anything one person does has an impact on the other. In the earlier example, when Evelyn said, “I’m counting on you,” I suspect some readers sympathized with Joel and others with Evelyn, depending on their own experience with people they’ve lived with. Does it affect your reaction to learn that Joel forgot to mail the application? Evelyn had good reason, based on years of living with Joel, to have doubts about whether he would remember to do what he said he would do.

Given this shared history, it might have been more constructive for Evelyn to admit that she did not feel she could completely count on Joel, rather than cry literal meaning and deny the metamessage of her words. Taking into account Joel’s forgetfulness—or maybe his being overburdened at work—they could devise a plan: Joel might write himself a reminder and place it strategically in his briefcase. Or Evelyn might consider mailing the form herself, even though that would mean a trip to make copies. Whatever they decide, they stand a better chance of avoiding arguments—and getting the application mailed on time—if they acknowledge their metamessages and the reasons motivating them.

WHO BURNED THE POPCORN? 

Living together means coordinating so many tasks, it’s inevitable that family members will have different ideas of how to perform those tasks. In addition, everyone makes mistakes; sometimes the dish breaks, you forget to mail the application, the drain cup falls into the closed position. At work, lines of responsibility and authority are clear (at least in principle). But in a family—especially when adults are trying to share responsibilities and authority—there are fewer and fewer domains that belong solely to one person. As couples share responsibility for more and more tasks, they also develop unique and firm opinions about how those tasks should be done—and a belief in their right to express their opinions.

Even the most mundane activity, such as making popcorn (unless you buy the microwave type or an electric popper), can spark conflict. First, it takes a little doing, and people have their own ideas of how to do it best. Second, popcorn is often made in the evening, when everyone’s tired. Add to that the paradox of connection and control—wanting the person you love to approve of what you do, yet having someone right there to witness and judge mistakes—and you have a potful of kernels sizzling in oil, ready to pop right out of the pot.

More than one couple have told me of arguments about how to make popcorn. One such argument broke out between another couple who were taping their conversations. Since their words were recorded, we have a rare opportunity to listen in on a conversation very much like innumerable ones that vanish into air in homes all around the country. And we have the chance to think about how it could have been handled differently.

The seed of trouble is planted when Molly is in the kitchen and Kevin is watching their four-year-old son, Benny. Kevin calls out, “Molly! Mol! Let’s switch. You take care of him. I’ll do whatever you’re doing.”

“I’m making popcorn,” Molly calls back. “You always burn it.”

Molly’s reply is, first and foremost, a sign of resistance. She doesn’t want to switch jobs with Kevin. Maybe she’s had enough of a four-year-old’s company and is looking forward to being on her own in the kitchen. Maybe she is enjoying making popcorn. And maybe her reason is truly the one she gives: She doesn’t want Kevin to make the popcorn because he always burns it. Whatever her motivation, Molly resists the switch Kevin proposes by impugning his ability to make popcorn. And this comes across as a call to arms. 

Kevin protests, “No I don’t! I never burn it. I make it perfect.” He joins Molly in the kitchen and peers over her shoulder. “You making popcorn? In the big pot?” (Remember this line; it will become important later.)

“Yes,” Molly says, “but you’re going to ruin it.”

“No I won’t,” Kevin says. “I’ll get it just right.” With that they make the switch. Kevin becomes the popcorn chef, Molly the caretaker. But she is not a happy caretaker.

Seeing a way she can be both caretaker and popcorn chef, Molly asks Benny, “You want to help Mommy make popcorn? Let’s not let Daddy do it. Come on.”

Hearing this, Kevin insists, “I know how to make popcorn!” Then he ups the ante: “I can make popcorn better than you can!” After that the argument heats up faster than the popcorn. “I cook every kernel!” Kevin says.

“No you won’t,” says Molly.

“I will too! It’s never burned!” Kevin defends himself. And he adds, “It always burns when you do it!”

“Don’t make excuses!”

“There’s a trick to it,” he says.

And she says, “I know the trick!”

“No you don’t,” he retorts, “ ’cause you always burn it.”

“I do not!” she says. “What are you, crazy?”

It is possible that Kevin is right—that Molly, not he, is the one who always burns the popcorn. It is also possible that Molly is right—that he always burns the popcorn, that she doesn’t, and that he has turned the accusation back onto her as a self-defense strategy. Move 1: I am not guilty. Move 2: You are guilty.

In any case, Kevin continues as popcorn chef. After a while Molly returns to the kitchen. “Just heat it!” she tells Kevin. “Heat it! No, I don’t want you—”

“It’s going, it’s going,” Kevin assures her. “Hear it?”

Molly is not reassured, because she does not like what she hears. “It’s too slow,” she says. “It’s all soaking in. You hear that little—”

“It’s not soaking in,” Kevin insists. “It’s fine.”

“It’s just a few kernels,” Molly disagrees.

But Kevin is adamant: “All the popcorn is being popped!”

Acting on her mounting unease about the sounds coming from the popping corn, Molly makes another suggestion. She reminds Kevin, “You gotta take the trash outside.”

But Kevin isn’t buying. “I can’t,” he says. “I’m doing the popcorn.” And he declines Molly’s offer to watch it while he takes out the trash.

In the end Molly gets to say, “See, what’d I tell you?” But Kevin doesn’t see the burned popcorn as a reason to admit fault. Remember his earlier question, “In the big pot?” Now he protests, “Well, I never use this pot. I use the other pot.”

Molly comes back, “It’s not the pot! It’s you!”

“It’s the pot,” Kevin persists. “It doesn’t heat up properly. If it did, then it would get hot.” But pots can’t really be at fault; those who choose pots can. So Kevin accuses, “You should have let me do it from the start.”

“You did it from the start!” Molly says.

“No, I didn’t,” says Kevin. “You chose this pan. I would’ve chosen a different pan.” So it’s the pot’s fault, and Molly’s fault for choosing the pot.

This interchange is almost funny, especially for those of us—most of us, I’d bet—who have found ourselves in similar clashes.

How could Kevin and Molly have avoided this argument? Things might have turned out better if they had talked about their motivations: Is either one of them eager to get a brief respite from caring for Benny? If so, is there another way they can accomplish that goal? (Perhaps they could set Benny up with a task he enjoys on his own.) With this motivation out in the open, Molly might have declined to switch places when Kevin proposed it, saying something like, “I’m making popcorn. I’m enjoying making it. I’d rather not switch.” The justification Molly used, “You always burn it,” may have seemed to her a better tactic because it claims her right to keep making popcorn on the basis of the family good rather than her own preference. But the metamessage of incompetence can come across as provocative, in addition to being hurtful.

It’s understandable that Kevin would be offended to have his popcorn-making skills impugned, but he would have done better to avoid the temptation to counterattack by insisting he does it better, that it’s Molly who burns it. He could have prevented the argument rather than escalate it if he had metacommunicated: “You can make the popcorn if you want,” he might have said, “but you don’t have to say I can’t do it.” For both Molly and Kevin—as for any two people negotiating who’s going to do what—metacommunicating is a way to avoid the flying metamessages of incompetence.

“I KNOW A THING OR TWO” 

One of the most hurtful metamessages, and one of the most frequent, that family talk entails is the implication of incompetence—even (if not especially) when children grow up. Now that we’re adults we feel we should be entitled to make our own decisions, lead our own lives, imperfect though they may be. But we still want to feel that our parents are proud of us, that they believe in our competence. That’s the metamessage we yearn for. Indeed, it’s because we want their approval so much that we find the opposite metamessage—that they don’t trust our competence—so distressing.

Martin and Gail knew that Gail’s mother tended to be critical of whatever they did, so they put off letting her see their new home until the purchase was final. Once the deal was sealed they showed her, with pride, the home they had chosen while the previous owner’s furniture was still in it. They were sure she would be impressed by the house they were now able to afford, as well as its spotless condition. But she managed to find something to criticize—even if it was invisible: “They may’ve told you it’s in move-in condition,” she said with authority, “but I know a thing or two, and when they take those pictures off the wall, there will be holes!” Even though they were familiar with her tendency to find fault, Gail and Martin were flummoxed.

The aspect of the house Gail’s mother found to criticize was profoundly insignificant: Every home has pictures on the wall, every picture taken down leaves holes, and holes are easily spackled in and painted over. It seems that Gail’s mother was really reaching to find something about their new home to criticize. From the perspective of control, it would be easy to conclude that Gail’s mother was trying to take the role of expert in order to put them down, or even to spoil the joy of their momentous purchase. But consider the perspective of connection. Pointing out a problem that her children might not have noticed shows that she can still be of use, even though they are grown and have found this wonderful house without her help. She was being protective, watching out for them, making sure no one pulled the wool over their eyes.

Because control and connection are inextricably intertwined, protection implies incompetence. If Gail and Martin need her mother’s guidance, they are incapable of taking care of themselves. Though Gail’s mother may well have been reacting to—and trying to overcome—the metamessage that they don’t need her anymore, the metamessage they heard is that she can’t approve wholeheartedly of anything they do.

“SHE KNEW WHAT WAS RIGHT” 

In addition to concern about their children’s choice of home, parents often have strong opinions about adult children’s partners, jobs, and—especially—how they treat their own children. Raising children is something at which parents self-evidently have more experience, but metamessages of criticism in this area, though particularly common, are also particularly hurtful, because young parents want so much to be good parents.

A woman of seventy still recalls the pain she felt when her children were small and her mother-in-law regarded her as an incompetent parent. It started in the first week of her first child’s life. Her mother-in-law had come to help—and didn’t want to go home. Finally, her father-in-law told his wife it was time to leave the young couple on their own. Unconvinced, she said outright—in front of her son and his wife—“I can’t trust them with the baby.”

Usually signs of distrust are more subtle. For example, during a dinner conversation among three sisters and their mother, the sisters were discussing what their toddlers like to eat. When one said that her two-year-old liked fish, their mother cautioned, “Watch the bones.” How easy it would be to take offense (though there was no indication this woman did): “You think I’m such an incompetent mother that I’m going to let my child swallow fish bones?” Yet the grandmother’s comment was her way of making a contribution to the conversation—one that exercises her lifelong responsibility of protecting children.

It is easy to scoff at the mother-in-law who did not want to leave her son and his wife alone with their own baby. But consider the predicament of parents who become grandparents and see (or believe they see) their beloved grandchildren treated in ways they feel are hurtful. One woman told me that she loves being a grandmother—but the hardest part is having to bite her tongue when her daughter-in-law treats her child in a way the grandmother feels is misguided, unfair, or even harmful. “You see your children doing things you think aren’t right,” she commented, “but at least they’re adults; they’ll suffer the consequences. But a child is so defenseless.”

In some cases grandparents really do know best. My parents recall with lingering guilt a time they refused to take a grandparent’s advice—and later wished they had. When their first child, my sister Naomi, was born, my parents, like many of their generation, relied on expert advice for guidance in what was best for their child. At the time, the experts counseled that, once bedtime comes, a child who cries should not be picked up. After all, the reasoning went, that would simply encourage the baby to cry rather than go to sleep.

One night when she was about a year old, Naomi was crying after being put to sleep in her crib. My mother’s mother, who lived with my parents, wanted to go in and pick her up, but my parents wouldn’t let her. “It tore us apart to hear her cry,” my father recalls, “but we wanted to do what was best for her.” It later turned out that Naomi was crying because she was sick. My parents cringe when they tell this story. “My mother pleaded with us to pick her up,” my mother says. “She knew what was right.”

I’M GROWN UP NOW 

Often a parent’s criticism is hurtful—or makes us angry—even when we know it is right, maybe especially if we sense it is right. That comes clear in the following example.

Two couples were having dinner together. One husband, Barry, was telling about how he had finally—at the age of forty-five—learned to ignore his mother’s criticism. His mother, he said, had commented that he is too invested in wanting the latest computer gizmo, the most up-to-date laptop, regardless of whether he needs it. At that point his wife interrupted. “It’s true, you are,” she said—and laughed. He laughed, too: “I know it’s true.” Then he went back to his story and continued, unfazed, about how in the past he would have been hurt by his mother’s comment and would have tried to justify himself to her, but this time he just let it pass. How easily Barry acknowledged the validity of his mother’s criticism—when it was his wife making it. Yet acknowledging that the criticism was valid didn’t change his view of his mother’s comment one whit: He still thought she was wrong to criticize him.

When we grow up we feel we should be free from our parents’ judgment (even though we still want their approval). Ironically, there is often extra urgency in parents’ tendency to judge children’s behavior when children are adults, because parents have a lot riding on how their children turn out. If the results are good, everything they did as parents gets a seal of approval. My father, for example, recalls that as a young married man he visited an older cousin, a woman he did not know well. After a short time the cousin remarked, “Your mother did a good job.” Apparently, my father had favorably impressed her, but instead of complimenting him, she credited his mother.

By the same token, if their adult children have problems—if they seem irresponsible or make wrong decisions—parents feel their life’s work of child rearing has been a failure, and those around them feel that way, too. This gives extra intensity to parents’ desire to set their children straight. But it also can blind them to the impact of their corrections and suggestions, just as those in power often underestimate the power they wield.

When adult children move into their own homes, the lid is lifted off the pressure cooker of family interaction, though the pot may still be simmering on the range. If they move far away—as more and more do—visits turn into intense interactions during which the pressure cooker lid is clicked back in place and the steam builds up once again. Many adult children feel like they’re kids again when they stay with their parents. And parents often feel the same way: that their adult children are acting like kids. Visits become immersion courses in return-to-family.

Parents with children living at home have the ultimate power—asking their children to move out. But visiting adult children have a new power of their own: They can threaten not to return, or to stay somewhere else. Margaret was thrilled that her daughter Amanda, who lives in Oregon, would be coming home for a visit to the family farm in Minnesota. It had been nearly a year since Margaret had seen her grandchildren, and she was eager to get reacquainted with them. But near the end of the visit, there was a flare-up. Margaret questioned whether Amanda’s children should be allowed to run outside barefoot. Margaret thought it was dangerous; Amanda thought it was harmless. And Amanda unsheathed her sword: “This isn’t working,” she said. “Next time I won’t stay at the farm. I’ll find somewhere else to stay.” Because Margaret wants connection—time with her daughter and grandchildren—the ability to dole out that connection gives her daughter power that used to be in Margaret’s hands.

THE PARADOX OF FAMILY 

When I was a child I walked to elementary school along Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn, praying that if a war came I’d be home with my family when it happened. During my childhood in the 1950s my teachers periodically surprised the class by calling out, “Take cover!” At that cry we all ducked under our desks and curled up in the way we had been taught: elbows and knees tucked in, heads down, hands clasped over our necks. With the possibility of a nuclear attack made vivid by these exercises, I walked to school in dread—not of war but of the possibility that it might strike when I was away from my family.

But there is another side to family, the one I have been exploring in this chapter. My nephew Joshua Marx, at thirteen, pointed out this paradox: “If you live with someone for too long, you notice things about them,” he said. “That’s the reason you don’t like your parents, your brother. There’s a kid I know who said about his friend, ‘Wouldn’t it be cool if we were brothers?’ and I said, ‘Then you’d hate him.’”

We look to communication as a way through the minefield of this paradox. And often talking helps. But communication itself is a minefield because of the complex workings of message and metamessage. Distinguishing messages from metamessages, and taking into account the underlying needs for connection and control, provides a basis for metacommunicating. With these insights as foundation, we can delve further into the intricacies of family talk. Given our shared and individual histories of talk in relationships, and the enormous promise of love, understanding, and listening that family holds out, it’s worth the struggle to continue juggling—and talking.

Two

♦

“Who Do You Love Best?”



Family Secrets, Family Gossip:Taking Sides

FAMILY REUNION. THE words alone hum with emotion, suggesting lines of connection and acceptance that create everyone’s dream of belonging that is family. And actual family reunions can be joyous occasions where people gather from distant homes, exchange memories and stories, and laugh together. But few family reunions are without painful moments: An older brother asks a question that makes his younger brother feel stupid, just as hedid when they were children. A woman sees her mother and sister whispering conspiratorially, and feels a flash of pain at being left out, just as she did when she was small. One moment everyone laughs together, as gloriously in sync as a chorus line all kicking at the same time. Then at another moment everyone laughs but one person doesn’t get the joke—and feels bereft, suddenly cast out of the magic circle.

One way to understand both the wonderful feeling of connection and the painful feeling of rejection that family entails is what I call alignment. Talk binds individuals into a family by creating alignments that link family members to each other like dots connected in a children’s drawing book. When two people align themselves to each other through talk, it is like straight, bold lines connecting the dots. But whenever talk brings two people into alignment, another person may end up connected by dotted lines, crooked lines, or maybe no lines at all—left out. Like metamessages, alignments can be stealth weapons: They wound, but the source of damage is hard to locate because their meaning resides not in the words spoken but in the impact of those words. As with metamessages, alignments yield heart meaning rather than word meaning.

Families are kaleidoscopes of shifting alignments, as members make connections, have arguments, confide in each other, do things together, become estranged, and (sometimes) reconcile. It’s like a square dance in which dancers are always changing partners—sometimes to “sashay home” to their steady partners but sometimes caught in an unending series of steps with other dancers in the square. Being part of a family does not automatically make you feel like a full-fledged member. Many of us feel, in one way or another, at one time or another, like square dancers who somehow got left out when the caller said, “All join hands and circle round.”

THE FAMILY FORTRESS 

“Our family is a fortress,” says Cicily Wilson, older daughter of the family that was featured in the public television series An American Love Story. “A fortress” captures the sense in which a family is a bulwark against the world—a protective barrier that no one can penetrate to harm you. The fortress walls are built when family members align with each other against the world, often through talk.

Sitting around the dinner table exchanging stories reinforces the fortress walls. A woman tells how a mechanic wouldn’t make good on a car repair gone wrong. A man tells of a friend who refused to help him out, even after he had helped that friend in a similar jam. A child feels that a teacher punished a classmate more harshly than she should have. As family members talk about events and the (mis)behavior of those outside the family, they agree in their assessments of outsiders’ actions—and align themselves with each other, reinforcing the walls that ring them in and leave others out.

But fortress walls do not ensure harmony within. Look inside any enclosed community and you’ll find anger and hurt as well as love. Even if family members align to face the outside world as a team, within the family—as within any team—there are dissensions, struggles, and friendly-fire wounds that cause pain—sometimes fleeting but sometimes lasting a lifetime. Alignments are key to both the gift of family and the pain that family members cause each other. Understanding how talk creates alignments provides a basis for metacommunicating about why you were hurt by what someone said, and for creating new alignments with new ways of talking.

BREACHING THE FORTRESS WALLS: REVEALING SECRETS 

Family relations are a web of alliances drawn and redrawn by talk, as information is shared, repeated, kept secret, or revealed.

When Katherine Russell Rich was diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of thirty-two, she didn’t want anyone to know; she told only her mother, trusting that the terrible news would remain secret. Rich learned that the walls had been breached when she received an unexpected telephone call. As she describes in her memoir, The Red Devil, “It was my cousin Cia in Denver: ‘I just want you to know,’ she said, ‘I have my church group praying for you.’” Furious, Rich calls her mother and accuses, “You told Cia!” This is how Rich reports the conversation that ensued:

“No, I didn’t,” my mother said.

“Yes, you did! She just called! She knows!”

“No, I told your sister. She must have told Cia,” she said, trying to exempt herself on a technicality.

This brief episode reveals a series of alignments and realignments created by words exchanged. When she called to tell Katherine that her church group was praying for her, Cia was trying to align herself with Katherine, expressing connection: She was letting her cousin know that she cared and was doing what she could to help. Disastrously, from Katherine’s point of view, Cia’s way of helping involved spreading Katherine’s secret to Cia’s entire church group. To Katherine, who wanted to keep her cancer private, the phone call was an intrusion into the family fortress—a violation of her desire to control information about what she was going through.

By repeating the information—revealing the secret—Katherine’s mother had no doubt been expressing connection to her other daughter, Katherine’s sister. But at the same time she redrew the lines of alignment: from Katherine to her mother, fine; from her mother to her sister, maybe. From her sister to a cousin—tilt! A cousin, an outsider (from Katherine’s, though not her sister’s, point of view), was allowed into the family circle when Katherine wanted to feel safe inside.

EVERYBODY SAYS SO, ALL OUR FRIENDS:TAKING SECRETS OUTSIDE 

Hurtful realignments can result not only when information is leaked from inside the family to outside. Sometimes a realignment results when information goes the other way: dragged from outside the family to inside, like tracking in mud without wiping your shoes. And the information need not be cataclysmic; it can be a small observation, even a truly inconsequential comment. The realignment created by whom information is repeated to can in itself seem like betrayal.

Eve was upset about something her husband, Tom, had said. She repeated his remark to her friends, each in turn, to see whether they thought she was overreacting. They supported her view, and she used their support as evidence in making her case to him: “I don’t think that was a very nice thing you said to me,” she told him. Then she added, “And all my friends agree.”

Hearing the last comment Tom was confronted not only with his wife’s complaint but also with the vision of his wife and her friends conspiring, huddling like football players to plot strategy against him. This vision created an alignment in which her loyalty was to her friends rather than to him. It was especially distressing because he couldn’t explain himself to those friends since they did not speak directly to him. So he was left with the feeling that they would now have an unfairly negative view of him, and there was nothing he could do about it.

This scenario is very common—and very tricky. Many women discuss with friends what’s troubling them, because talking about personal problems is one of the fundamental ways that women create friendship. But when a woman’s problems involve family members—which they often do—discussing personal problems means taking inside information about family members outside the family. Men, in particular, often perceive this as a betrayal, because they don’t understand the purpose: Men’s friendships are typically built not on telling secrets but rather on sharing activities—doing things together. From Tom’s point of view, Eve’s talking to her friends about him was breaching the walls of the family fortress.

There is no easy solution to this conflict. Tom would be happy if Eve never told her friends about their quarrels, but that would clip the wings of her friendships and cut off one of her main sources of comfort. Eve can’t really understand why Tom objects, since discussing problems is, in her view, one of the main reasons people have friends. She wishes Tom would talk to his friends more. Seeing the exchange of information in terms of alignments can help each understand the other’s reactions. To Tom, Eve’s talking about him to her friends redraws her alignment from him to her friends. But from Eve’s point of view, talking to friends about Tom reinforces her alignment to him: It says to her friends that her relationship with Tom is central in her life. Knowing this, Tom might try to accept, in a general way, that Eve will talk to her friends about him. For her part, Eve should take her friends’ advice into account, be bolstered by it, but speak only for herself when talking to Tom.

“ AND YOUR SISTER THINKS SO, TOO: ”

SPREADING GOSSIP WITHIN

Any family member can sow discord by repeating comments made by another family member to a third. For example, Kristin’s mother was upset to learn that Kristin had bought a new car when she was struggling to manage the credit card debt she already had. “I told your sister and brother about your new car,” her mother said to Kristin. “They agreed that it was a big mistake. Can you still get out of the contract?” Though Kristin knew she had a problem with debt, and knew that her mother disapproved, hearing that her siblings spoke this way about her really hurt. It gave Kristin the feeling that she was the outsider, her sister and brother aligned with her mother against her.

When adult children talk to each other about their parents—whether to reminisce, consult about their care, or exchange complaints—they are solidifying connections among themselves, aligning as a team. When one or more children talk with a parent about another sibling, the alignment goes another way: parent-child, with the talked-about sibling on the outside. This may or may not be destructive, depending upon the comments (are they criticism, praise, or just news?). But whenever criticism originally spoken in someone’s absence is repeated in that person’s presence, the meaning of the words spoken is fundamentally changed. The message may be the same, but the metamessage is completely different—and often destructive. The concept of alignment captures how. Kristin can never look at her siblings the same way once she has seen them as aligned with her mother against her.

Kristin’s mother’s comment was a blend of connection and control. From Kristin’s point of view, it was about control—interfering with her decision to buy a new car. Her mother probably focused on connection—protecting Kristin from digging herself deeper into debt. Her mother likely felt that adding the weight of Kristin’s siblings’ opinion would strengthen her case and increase the chances that Kristin would change her mind. I doubt she wanted to hurt her daughter (though it’s possible that, if she was angry, she did), and I don’t know if she sensed that speaking this way would disrupt the alignment among Kristin and her siblings. This is the power of alignments: They work indirectly to strengthen ties among family members. But they can also strengthen ties among some members, leaving others out.

Our conversations depend on a network of trust: If I tell you something, I trust you to know whom it’s okay to repeat it to, and who should not hear it. We all talk about others in ways we would not talk about them if they were present. That’s not evil; it’s human. We have made the decision not to hurt their feelings when we refrain from making the hurtful remarks directly to them, and we are trusting the people we are talking to not to repeat what we said to the people we’re talking about. But we are handing a weapon to those we are talking to—a weapon they can use to injure the people in question, if they want to. And sometimes they want to.

Of course there are times when people intentionally put forth information—rumors—in order to damage others. In those cases the people who repeat the rumors are accessories to that crime, especially if the rumors are false. There are times, however, when it is an act of friendship to tell others what people are saying about them. A woman who had turned a blind eye to her husband’s infidelities, which were many and obvious to everyone but her, was at first humiliated when her brother sat her down and told her the truth. But eventually she was grateful to her brother and disappointed in all the others who had held their tongues. Someone who really wishes you well tells you things that you’d rather not hear, that you need to know. But someone who does not wish you well tells you things you’d rather not hear that make you feel bad, and that you don’t need to know. The complex challenge is figuring out what a person really needs to know—and what your reasons are for wanting to tell.

Often, when a person repeats something that someone else said, it is the repeater who provoked the someone else to say it. This is easy to do, because there is pressure, in a conversation, to support what another person says by seeming to agree or at least to assent. Later that agreement can be repeated as if it had been volunteered. So a father might comment to a daughter, “Your brother always asks me to pick him up at the airport. He can afford a taxi now. I’m getting the feeling he’s becoming a tightwad.” To avoid contradicting her father, the daughter might agree. “Yeah, you’ve got a point.” With this agreement in hand, the father can go to the son and say, “I’m afraid you’re becoming a tightwad. Your sister noticed it, too.” Or he can leave himself out and just say, “Your sister noticed you’re becoming a tightwad.”

The ability to repeat what other family members have said is one of the most dangerous weapons lying around the house. In one instance it led to the most extreme form of family conflict—a cutoff. A cutoff occurs when, for a long period of time or a short one, a grown child refuses to talk to a parent or sibling, or a parent, in spite or despair, refuses to communicate with an adult child. I learned of this instance when I asked a woman who had severed all contact with her parents why she’d decided to do so. “I told them not to speak about me in a certain way,” she said, “and they did it.” I asked how she knew they had spoken of her that way. “My sister told me,” she said. The plot thickened. I don’t know whether or not her sister foresaw the drastic effect of repeating their parents’ words. Nor do I know whether, in the end, severing contact was necessary and beneficial or avoidable and regrettable. What I do know is that, in this case, the cutoff resulted not from a single axis of alignment, between this woman and her parents, but rather from a complex realignment touched off by information her sister passed on.

“I STOOD UP FOR YOU” 

Repeating what another family member said is always risky, even when your purpose is to support rather than to criticize.

There was a time when my mother was obsessed with my unmarried state. Hardly a conversation took place between us during which she did not express this obsession. If she told me on the phone that she had enjoyed a visit to my home, she’d end by saying how bad she felt when she and my father drove away and left me standing in front of my house, alone. When she heard I was planning to take a trip with my best friend, she would try to convince me to go instead to Club Med, where she was sure I stood a better chance of finding a husband. If I introduced her to a male friend who was not a love interest, she would invariably ask, “Why isn’t he interested in you? Is he gay?” (It never occurred to her that I might not be interested in him that way.) Time and again I’d forbid her to raise this issue, and she’d try to comply, but before long she’d break down, I’d get angry, she’d complain that I was too touchy, and the cycle would start again. Finally we reached a point where she was managing to restrain her remarks most of the time. But there was a fly in the ointment. My sister.

My oldest sister liked to tell me that my mother had complained about how worried she was that I was unmarried and was spending all my time working rather than husband shopping. My sister would then tell me how she had defended me, explaining to our mother that I was happy with my life, had gobs of friends, loved my work, and so on. She would also tell me how she had explained that my chances of getting married were not wrecked because I refused to go to Club Med—that I was more likely to meet my life partner at one of the many academic meetings I took part in than on the beach in Tahiti. (This turned out to be prophetic.)

Alignment explains both why my sister spoke this way and why it caused me pain. She told me about her conversations with our mother in order to align herself with me. She was letting me know that she had stuck up for me, that she appreciated and understood my situation (which she did). I believe she thought this knowledge would make me feel better. But it made me feel worse. When my mother didn’t mention my singleness for a while, I’d forget that she worried about me, maybe even kid myself that she had stopped worrying about it. But when my sister mentioned it, the sinking feeling that my mother disapproved of the way I managed my life came flooding back. Worst of all, when my sister reported to me exchanges she had with our mother about me, a scene took form in my mind: my mother and sister having an intense telephone conversation about me. In this scene my sister was aligned with my mother, and I was relegated to the margins—an outsider, a problem to be talked about. This alignment was more vivid to me than the one my sister had in mind when she said she had defended me.

LOOK WHO’S TALKING — ABOUT WHOM 

Any family with siblings abounds in opportunities for a sister or brother to align with one or both parents to the exclusion of another. Such alignments can be temporary and superficial, or they can run deep and persist over a lifetime.

I once asked a single woman in her mid-twenties, Gwen, about her family. I expected her to answer in terms of her parents: what she valued in their relationship, what irritated her. Instead she answered, “I was just talking to my mother on the phone and told her that I managed to spend a whole week with my sister in California—and we only had one big blowup.” This took me by surprise. I saw then that the solid line of alignment is drawn in this family from that sister to the parent.

I asked what the blowup was about. “Oh, my sister is a fanatic about cleanliness,” Gwen said. “You can’t take a step in her house without breaking one of her rules. I tried really hard this time. I didn’t cook in her kitchen; I didn’t take any glasses or cups outside the dining room; and I always took my shoes off at the door.” I asked what caused the blowup. “It was incredible,” she said. “I was so careful. But one morning I got up and I didn’t see her, so I figured she wasn’t up yet. I stepped out on the porch to get the paper. In my slippers. It turned out she was right behind me—and she told me I should put my shoes on to go outside. It was the porch, for goodness’ sake. And I only took maybe two steps. And anyway, she keeps the porch so clean, it might as well be inside. I’m afraid I lost it.”

Just in case I might think the fault really was hers, not her sister’s, Gwen said, “My mother told me something even worse that happened when she visited. She sat down on the couch to show my sister some pictures she’d brought, and my sister refused to sit next to her. It turned out my sister had this thing about not sitting on the couch because her jeans weren’t clean enough. In the end, she went and got a big sheet of plastic—you know, one of those bags that come from the dry cleaner’s over your clothes—and spread that on the couch before she would sit on it. Can you believe it?”

Listening to these experiences, I sympathized with Gwen and her mother having to deal with an overly fastidious family member. But what struck me was how the lines of alignment glowed as if they had been painted with fluorescent paint. The mother and Gwen are a team, exchanging stories about how unreasonable the younger sister is.

A mother and child can become a unit so tight that all others in the family are locked out. I once observed two women walking down the street holding hands. They whispered and giggled, hubbubbed and tittered, as they pointed out items in shop windows and leaned toward each other, tipping their heads together till they met in a tender tap. For a moment I thought I was catching a glimpse of two women falling in love. But as I passed them and glanced back, I saw there was a generation of age between them and remembered it was parents’ weekend in this college town.

The couple I had been watching were a visiting mother and her college-student daughter. The reactions I caught in myself were mixed: first, envy at the relationship this young woman had with her mother, poignant to me because my relationship with my own mother did not have that intimate character. Second was an irrational, fleeting resentment, as if I were her sister, forever barred from that circle of love. Both reactions were to the fierce, firm lines of alignment between this mother and daughter.

FAMILY SECRETS 

Nothing draws and redraws alignments in a family as surely as information—who has it, who doesn’t, and who tells it to whom. Secrets kept within the family reinforce the fortress walls, aligning family members with each other. Learning a secret about your family that was kept from you can make you feel like an outsider within.

Sometimes the information is not shocking in itself; it’s the fact that it was hidden that gives it power. For example, Sandra had always known, growing up, that her mother was ten years younger than her father. Based on this bit of information, she had developed a romantic image of her parents’ courtship in which her mother had been swept off her feet by a dashing older man. But the night before her own wedding, Sandra’s mother told her that she was, in fact, one year older than her father. One year older, no big deal. Had Sandra known this fact about her parents all her life, she would have thought little of it. But learning the truth as she did, she felt as if the ground on which she stood had been struck by lightning. She had to reconceive her parents’ courtship, their relationship, and consequently her family. Realizing that she had been so misled made her feel thrust out of the family. Learning the truth on the eve of her wedding may have reinforced the brand-new alignment she was forging.

Family secrets that parents keep from their children often lay the groundwork for later heartbreak. Such a revelation occurred when the author J. D. Salinger and his sister Doris learned that their mother, Miriam, was not Jewish, as they had always believed—and had not always been Miriam. A Christian farmgirl named Marie, their mother had assumed the name Miriam—and the Jewish identity that name implied—at the age of seventeen, when she married their father. According to a memoir written by Salinger’s daughter, Margaret, her aunt Doris described the revelation as “traumatic.” The trauma, I’d wager, derived not from their mother’s Christianity but from the deception: learning that your mother is not who you thought she was. (In this case the knowledge also changed the children’s identities, since, according to Jewish law, children are Jewish only if their mother is Jewish.)

Siblings, too, create alignments by the information they reveal or keep secret. In another family the father was not the genetic father of the older son, who had been born to their mother before she married their father. The son himself knew this, as did the next son, whom he had told sometime during their childhood. But a sister was born when her brothers were eight and ten, and the family agreed to keep this information from her to protect her. When she learned the truth as a young adult, she was furious that she had not been told: It was one more way her brothers were a team, leaving her out.

The sister felt her brothers had betrayed her by keeping something so important from her. Yet they were honoring their mother’s wish to keep her secret. People often ask one family member to keep information from another, sometimes to protect the other, sometimes to protect themselves from the other’s reaction. For example, a woman whose son was arrested for drunk driving told one of her sisters but asked her to keep it secret from the other, because she felt that this sister was already too critical of her troubled son. Inevitably, the information came out, and the third sister was angry, accusing her sisters of teaming up against her.

Withholding or revealing information is one of the surest ways to draw lines of alignments in a family. Keeping some information secret while revealing other information is unavoidable. But in deciding what to tell—and what to hear—it’s important to keep in mind the power of information to create alignments. On the one hand, you could make clear when you don’t want information repeated. On the other, you might want to avoid hearing privileged information, as you would refuse to accept stolen goods. If you sense someone is about to tell you something that should not be repeated to a particular friend or family member, you might want to hold up a metaphorical stop sign: “Better not tell me, because I don’t want to be in the position of keeping secrets from her.”

TWO PARENTS AS ONE 

In families where there are two parents at home, the alignment between them is in itself a secret that children gradually perceive. The short story writer Eudora Welty captures this in her autobiographical essay One Writer’s Beginnings.

Welty explains that, when she was six or seven, an illness confined her to bed rest for several months. During this time she spent her days in her parents’ double bed. In the evening they allowed her to fall asleep there as they sat together in rocking chairs and talked. She writes:

As long as I could make myself keep awake, I was free to listen to every word my parents said between them.

I don’t remember that any secrets were revealed to me, nor do I remember any avid curiosity on my part to learn something I wasn’t supposed to—perhaps I was too young to know what to listen for. But I was present in the room with the chief secret there was—the two of them, father and mother, sitting there as one.

Though she does not use this word, the secret Eudora sensed as a child was the alignment her parents created between them through their talk.

The child Eudora did not feel excluded by the alignment her parents created; she felt included, listening to “the murmur of their voices, the back and forth.” Indeed, the perception of her parents’ tight alignment provided a feeling of safety, a family circle within which she was embraced. Sometimes, however, parents’ alignment with each other can cause a child to feel locked out.

“ I COULDN’T GO AGAINST YOUR MOTHER ” 

It is generally regarded as a truism that parents should present a united front to children. When parents disagree, presenting a united front means that one or the other must conceal opinions from the child—and this concealment draws the alignment between the parents in a way that pitches the child out. That, at least, is how it can come across to the child. In one case that’s how it came across to me.

Shortly after graduating from college, I applied to enter the Peace Corps and was accepted, assigned to teach English in Thailand. I had a starting date and a ticket to Hawaii, where the training would take place. I had said good-bye to my friends, shopped for the requisite items, gotten my passport and inoculations. But as the date neared my mother’s distress at seeing me go sent her into a tailspin. Whenever I arrived home she’d greet me with eyes red from crying. She cajoled, pleaded, and threatened. Thailand was so near Vietnam, I was sure to be killed by a stray bullet from the Vietnam War. When I returned from the Peace Corps I’d be twenty-three, and all the eligible men would have gotten married while I was away.

Though I questioned each of her arguments, my mother’s panic seeped in, and her desperation wore me down. The night before I was supposed to leave, I talked first to one friend and then to another into the early morning hours, and made the decision not to go. When the Peace Corps offices opened the next morning, I called and told them I would not be joining the group, announced the news to my overjoyed mother, then went to sleep, exhausted. I began to regret my decision the moment I woke up.

For years—for decades—any mention of the Peace Corps sent through me a searing flash of regret. But it was not until many years later that I thought to ask my father his opinion. “I never understood why your mother reacted the way she did,” he said simply. “I thought it was a good idea for you to go.” My heart stopped for a second. Where had my father been when this was going on? When I look back on that painful time, I see my mother and me like boxers circling each other in a ring. My father is nowhere in my memories at all, as if my mother and I were enclosed in a bubble of intense involvement, like the experimental biosphere where people live in an isolated, self-contained environment.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked my father. “Why didn’t you give me even a tiny hint that you felt that way?” If I had had any inkling that my father thought I should go, that he didn’t think my joining the Peace Corps would be a step toward certain death, I would have found the strength to withstand my mother’s onslaught.

“I couldn’t,” he answered. “I couldn’t go against your mother. If I had encouraged you to go, she would never have forgiven me. If anything had happened to you, I would never have forgiven myself.”

On first hearing this I felt betrayed: How could my father have kept his opinion to himself, leaving me stranded? In retrospect, I can see why aligning with his wife seemed his first obligation.

A husband makes a similar decision in John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger. Alison, an upper-class British woman, was rejected by her family for marrying Jimmy, a working-class man. When Alison decides, late in the play, to leave Jimmy, she calls her parents, and her father comes to take her home. As they prepare to leave together, he tells her that although he did not approve of her marrying Jimmy, neither did he approve of the lengths to which his wife went to prevent the marriage. “I have never said anything—there was no point afterwards—but I have always believed that she went too far over Jimmy,” her father says. “All those inquiries, the private detectives—the accusations. I hated every moment of it.” He adds, “It would have been better, for all concerned, if we had never attempted to interfere.” At the time, however, he didn’t want to oppose his wife. And his alignment with his wife left his daughter more completely isolated by her decision to marry a man her parents disapproved of.

PARENT AND CHILD UNITED 

If children can feel excluded by their parents’ alignment, a parent can also be hurt when that bedrock alignment, “father and mother, sitting there as one,” is threatened by a child falling into alignment with one parent to the exclusion of the other. Christine recalls that when she was small she was very close to her mother, but as she reached her teenage years she became closer to her father. Their rapport pivoted on lengthy conversations about politics, religion, and all the weighty topics she and her friends were beginning to think about. Often these conversations took place while the family rode in the car.

As an adult, Christine was surprised to learn that her mother had felt excluded and rejected by this closeness. “You and your father would sit in the front seat, having your intellectual discussions,” her mother recalled, the memory still rankling, “and completely shut me out.” At the time Christine wasn’t thinking of her mother at all; she was focused on her conversations with her father. And this focus helped create the alignment that made her mother feel excluded. It must have seemed a double rejection to the mother: Not only had the alignment shifted from mother-daughter to father-daughter, but she had been physically displaced by her daughter, who sat beside her father in the front seat while the mother found herself where children normally sit: the backseat. Because alignments are stealthy, Christine’s mother had not foreseen this result when she herself suggested giving her daughter the front seat to make it easier for father and daughter to talk while the father drove.

Any parent-child combination can create a straight-line alignment that excludes other family members. In her memoir, Dream Catcher, Margaret Salinger (called Peggy) writes that her father, J. D. Salinger, had that kind of relationship with his own mother—at least according to his sister, Doris. Referring to her brother by his childhood nickname, Doris recalls, “It was always Sonny and Mother, Mother and Sonny. Daddy got the short end of the stick always.”

In her own family, according to Margaret Salinger, her father created an alignment with her that excluded her mother (as well as her brother). For example, she describes letters her father sent when he was away in New York on business and seven-year-old Peggy, her mother, and her younger brother were vacationing in Barbados:

What I took as my due, but now strikes me as not exactly normal, is that all the lavish expressions of affection in my father’s letters to us as a family were directed, almost without exception, solely to me. The last letter we received before returning home from Barbados began Dear Fambly, but ended in boldface type that he was convinced more than ever that Peggy Salingers don’t grow on trees. It was signed with about a million XXXs.

Looking back as an adult on the letters her father wrote when she was a child, Margaret Salinger sees that the exclusive alignment created by her father’s disproportionate attention was damaging to her as well as to her mother; for one thing, it resulted in a “serrated edge” to the punishments her mother meted out to her when she was a child.

In another memoir, Phoenix, it is a sibling—the author J. D. Dolan—who is left out of the alignment created between his much-older brother, John, and his father by their mutual interest and expertise in fixing cars. Dolan recalls as a young boy seeing his father’s and brother’s legs sticking out from under a car they were working on. Crawling under the car to hand them a wrench, Dolan was transfixed by the wordless attunement of their coordinated activity: “I had no idea what they were doing, no idea what they were saying, no idea how one knew when to take hold and the other knew to let go.”

Dolan’s father and brother also shared a tendency toward silence—or, when words were needed, taciturnity. Having completed their work, they drank lemonade without speaking, until first one, then the other, heard a sound that made his ears perk up:

Dad set his empty glass on the workbench, turned to John, and said, “Ford.” John, concentrating hard, seemed to agree. Then he said, “With a bad lifter.” Just then a car drove past our house. It was a Ford, and a faint ticking was coming from its engine.

With these few words, father and son created an alignment between them that the younger brother knew he would never share (just as he knows, looking at “the muscles in their grease-smeared arms,” that “my arms would never look like that”).

Although, as these examples show, alignments between two family members can exclude a third, they needn’t have that effect. A parent can use the power of aligning with a child rather than a spouse to positive effect. A woman told me of a small encounter in which she aligned with her daughter—to her daughter’s delight. “We were driving in the car,” she told me, “and my husband was hounding our daughter about something. She was digging in her heels, and he was repeating himself. Suddenly he turned to me and said, ‘Why don’t you support me in this?’ I told him, ‘I supported you the first six times you said it, but now you’re going too far. I think you made your point and should let it drop.’ My daughter loved that,” she said. “She loves it when I take her side.”

This mother—this wife—had managed to balance two alignments at once. By agreeing with her husband on the substance of his complaint but siding with her daughter in regard to his insistence and repetition, she was able to display the dual allegiance that being in a family so often requires.

A SPY IN THE HOUSE 

Few crimes are as reviled as spying. By revealing information, a citizen of one country aligns with an enemy nation. Yet spies are caught constantly, because the temptation to exchange information for monetary or other rewards is ubiquitous. In families, too, spying is a common betrayal, though the reward is not money but love. And in families, as between nations, the exchange of information draws and redraws alignments.

In a memoir entitled Falling Leaves: The Memoir of an Unwanted Chinese Daughter, Adeline Yen Mah describes how her sister Lydia became the family spy. Lydia was the oldest, and Adeline the youngest, of five siblings who grew up with their father and his second wife. The stepmother also had two children with Adeline’s father, and she showed egregiously blatant favoritism toward them. She coddled the two children she bore and tormented the five stepchildren who came with the marriage. The stepchildren lived on a different floor, received inadequate food, and were forced to beg for bus fare or walk several miles to school. Her own children lived on a floor with her, were fed generous portions of delicacies, and were chauffeured to school by a driver.

One day the stepmother overheard her five stepchildren, led by Lydia, talking about how they might overcome their mistreatment. Mah recalls the strategies they considered: “Hunger strike? Rebellion? An interview with Father alone?” Rather than confronting and punishing the children, their stepmother realigned them: She offered Lydia her own room on the privileged first floor, with luxuries like her own desk and matching bedspread and curtains. With one foot in each family, Lydia reported to her stepmother on the doings of her siblings, for which they would be punished, and “was rewarded with special favours: candies, treats, pocket money, new clothes, outings with her friends.” In other words, their stepmother converted Lydia from leader of the opposition to spy.

Most instances of repeated information are less powerful, less pernicious, but they are the currency with which family alignments are bought and traded. In Charles Randolph-Wright’s play Blue, for example, a boy whose father and older brother run a funeral parlor is caught between fearsome figures. His brother tells him that he is using the hearse to take out a girl—and threatens to lock the boy in a coffin if he tells. But their mother, whom the boy adores, soon demands that he tell her where his older brother went. The boy is torn between the two alignments: He is eager to keep his word to his older brother but also eager to obey and please his mother. In this case the pull of his mother is stronger; he tells. And this tells a lot about the alignment in this family.

Realigning by revealing information can be a deliberate betrayal. Two brothers in their thirties, reminiscing about their childhood, recalled such an incident. Here, too, it was the younger who “tattled”—that child version of spying for the reward of aligning with adults.

Jeff asked his younger brother, “Do you remember the time that I threw a hot dog over the fence?”

“I remember that really well,” Tim replied. “Then you had to wash it off. And you had to eat it.”

This small recalled incident reveals how information can be bartered in a family to reinforce and shift alignments. Tim didn’t just happen to see his older brother throw the hot dog. Much as the older brother in Blue announced to his little brother that he was taking the hearse as he left for his date, Jeff made a point of showing Tim that he was going to throw a hot dog over the fence. Having an audience makes it more delicious to do something daring.

But having witnessed the action gives the younger brother power—a power that Tim, like the little brother in Blue, decided to exercise. Tim told their mother what Jeff had done. Retribution was swift. Their mother marched Jeff to the spot where the hot dog landed, had him dig it out of the bushes, and made him eat it. Knowing that he had betrayed his brother by “tattling,” Tim recalled, “I spent the whole night trying to make it up to you. I gave you a poster I think.” Tim knew he had to do something significant to restore his alliance with his brother.

Sometimes a child—especially a young one—reveals compromising information inadvertently. Twelve-year-old Mickey told me that his seven-year-old brother causes trouble for him by releasing information “when you don’t want somebody to hear.” For example, his younger brother once helpfully explained to their parents, “You know why Mickey is in a bad mood? Because he got an F.” Mickey had depended on his brother to keep his failing grade secret. By revealing it the brother betrayed this fraternal trust and aligned himself with their parents, who directed their displeasure at Mickey. Perhaps the seven-year-old really didn’t realize this damaging information was supposed to be kept secret. Or maybe he sensed he could use the information to temporarily shift alignments and take, for a moment, the coveted position of nearest-to-parents that his older brother occupied by seniority.

Learning what information can safely be repeated is a big part of growing up. Sometimes children reveal information that redraws alignments because they haven’t yet grasped what information is to be kept secret. Hank Ketcham used this as a frequent source of humor in his Dennis the Menace cartoons—for example, when the innocent little Dennis watches a guest drink from a glass and remarks, “I don’t think he drinks like a fish.” It’s funny not only because Dennis took an idiom literally but also because he repeated in front of the family friend a comment his parents had made behind his back—confident it would stay inside the family walls. A real-life analogue is a story that became legend in one family: When the youngest child was four, during a visit to his grandparents, he announced with insouciance, “My parents make fun of you!” With this the fortress walls were permeated: Information meant to be kept within was carried outside.

FIDO, FAMILY MEMBER 

“You love the puppy more than you love me!” a little girl protested to her mother. She was one of those children who always want to be held and cuddled; her mother, a physical person herself, thought she obliged as often as her daughter required. But the new puppy had to be lifted and held and taken from room to room all day long or he would have been stuck in one place on his own. Seeing the small, helpless creature cradled in her mother’s arms triggered the child’s longing.

Her mother’s arms around the puppy created an alignment that this little girl felt left her out. Pets are often lightning rods for a family’s conflicting alignments. I have seen families in which a child stands forlorn while a parent showers physical affection and baby-talk endearments on the dog, who responds with wet kisses. In some cases a parent who snuggles the dog would have liked to snuggle the son or daughter instead, but the child has reached the age when many children recoil from any such attempt with groans of protest.

In her novel The Dangerous Husband, Jane Shapiro creates a scene in which a dog becomes the object of affection, providing a counterpoint to human alignments. The narrator is a woman recently married to a man, Dennis, who seems perfect at first but gradually begins showing a destructive streak. The emerging risk in his affection for her is set in contrast to the unbridled adoration he heaps on his dog, Raleigh:

Laying eyes on Raleigh, Dennis looked as though he might weep. “Oh, Raleigh, Raleigh boy! Raleigh boy! Raleigh boy! Raleigh boy! Raleigh Raleigh Raleigh, Raleigh boy, my Raleigh boy, my nice nice doggy boy!” and he hugged the dog’s thick middle while the dog tried to whip around and nip him, and they struggled together for a long time, embracing on a stoop slick with drool.

The repetition of the dog’s name shows Dennis’s total, uncomplicated commitment to his pet. The words he speaks don’t matter much; “doggy boy, Raleigh boy” is something to say while giving himself over completely to his dog. It is an all-embracing alignment—the kind we yearn for from those we love. That is why watching family members with pets can set in relief failures of alignment with ourselves.

A woman who was showing more affection to her dog than to her daughter had it called to her attention by the daughter. The incident is recounted by Mary Catherine Bateson, who quotes the woman directly in her book Full Circles, Overlapping Lives:

“I did not recognize that I was just damn depressed until my daughter said to me, ‘I want my mommy back.’ I said, ‘What are you talking about?’ and she said, ‘You are just . . . just relating to the dog.’”

Sometimes it is easier to show attention and affection to a dog, who asks no questions, does not argue, and never objects to being patted, petted, or hugged. The woman in this example didn’t realize she was depressed until her daughter pointed out that she had shifted her alignment from her daughter to her dog.

Often it’s children who pour their hearts out to the pet, who is completely understanding—unlike parents, who rain down affection, yes, but also judgment and disapproval. And parents can take advantage of this alignment, pressing a pet into family service. In a conversation taped by a volunteer in my research, a mother told of having discovered that the family dog provided a way to get her sluggish teenage daughter out of bed. “In the morning I put her on Tammy’s bed,” the mother explained, “and she wakes Tammy up. She gives her a nudge and licks her. With me, it’s ‘No, I don’t want to get up!’ With the dog, she’s fine.” Like the woman who didn’t know she was depressed, the teenage daughter found kisses easier to take from the dog than from her mother, probably because her mother’s kisses came along with expectations and judgments she might not want to face first thing in the morning.

Knowing how easily her daughter aligned with the dog, this mother was able to use the dog to communicate with her daughter. Because pets are such easy objects of affection, people often use them to establish, reinforce, or negotiate alignments with others. If you want to approach a stranger on the street, you need a pretty good reason, like asking directions or the time. But a person walking a dog is open to approach from strangers who want to comment on the dog—or use the dog as an excuse to start a conversation with its owner. Talking about the dog can keep the conversation going long after a person asking directions or the time would be expected to walk away.

People talk not only to their pets but also through them. Family members sometime use dogs or cats to put into words thoughts or emotions that might otherwise be left unsaid. In other words, they ventriloquize their pets, and the speech thus created becomes a line of dialogue in a drama between adults.

A couple invited another couple to their home for dinner. At one point the guest wife addressed the hosts’ cat sitting on the windowsill: “What are you thinking when you look out there, kitty?” she asked, while stroking the cat’s fur. The host husband replied by speaking for the cat in a high-pitched, childlike voice: “She says, ‘I’m just figuring out how I can get out there.’” Soon after the dinner party the host wife learned that her husband and the guest wife were having an affair. In hindsight she could see their intimacy in the interchange over the cat. With the cat as cover, her husband had addressed his lover with the tenderness of baby talk, aligning himself with her rather than with his wife. Alignment explains why that interchange made her uncomfortable at the time—but also why she had been unable to put her finger on the reason. In retrospect, she felt that, by speaking through the cat, her husband had expressed his own desire to “get out there.”

“ GIVE US A BREAK, DADDY” : 

SPEAKING THROUGH OTHERS

Children too young to say much can also provide alter egos through which family members can voice thoughts they might be reluctant to say in so many words—and thereby reinforce or rearrange alignments. In this example (which was captured on tape), the mother, Andrea, had spent the day with their eighteen-month-old daughter, Ginny, when the father, Fred, arrived home from work.

The segment begins—and the scene is set—as the time of Fred’s return from work approaches. Andrea prepares Ginny for a joyous reunion with her daddy by talking about him with excitement: “Daddy’s going to be home in a minute.” “Are you going to give Daddy a fruit pop?” “Are you going to tell Daddy to take his shoes off?”

But when Daddy actually arrives, he is tired and hungry, as many of us are at the end of a long day. He doesn’t know—he can’t know—how his wife has been trumpeting his homecoming. When Ginny wants to climb on him, he has a moment of pique: “I’m eating!” he snaps, then adds, more plaintively, “Daddy eats.”

Ginny begins to cry, and Andrea explains the child’s reaction by speaking in a child’s voice, as if for Ginny: “She got her feelings hurt.” Then Andrea addresses Ginny directly: “You were missing Daddy, weren’t you? Can you say, ‘I was just missing you, Daddy, that was all’?”

Ginny answers, through her tears, “No,” which is an honest answer—she can’t say that because she does not yet put words into sentences that long. Andrea knows this, so she obviously intends the explanation for her husband more than for her daughter. By ventriloquizing Ginny, she is suggesting how Fred should reframe his reaction to his daughter: Take her climbing on you as a sign of love, not pestering.

A few minutes later Andrea asks Fred, “Why are you so edgy?”

“Because I haven’t finished eating yet,” he replies.

She suggests, “Why didn’t you get a snack on the way home or something? Save your family a little stress.” Then she expresses her daughter’s point of view: “Give us a break, Daddy. We just miss you. We try to get your attention, and then you come home and you go row row row row.”

Ginny echoes the growling sound: “Row! Row!”

Ventriloquizing helps Andrea balance alignments with her husband and daughter. She aligns herself with Ginny, speaking for her to help her understand her own feelings. At the same time, she is explaining to Fred his part in making Ginny cry, and why his reaction is unfair from the child’s point of view. By speaking through Ginny she avoids taking a position in direct opposition to Fred, and this may have helped avoid an adult argument. An indirect result, however, also resides more in the alignments than in the words. Andrea could have aligned with Fred by telling Ginny, “Daddy’s tired and hungry. We have to let him eat something before we climb on him.” By speaking as she did, Andrea aligned with Ginny as a team. Fred might have felt temporarily bumped outside the family circle.

Whenever one parent has been with a child or children and another returns—whether at the end of a workday, following an excursion, or after spending time in an activity at home—a realignment has to take place so the new family member can be integrated. Clearly this is what Andrea is trying to accomplish. The need for Fred to get back into the family circle is communicated as much through the alignments created as by what is said.

TAKING SIDES 

Alignments in families can shift subtly, moment by moment, many times in a single conversation. An example from sociologist Sam Vuchinich’s study of how arguments end during dinner-table conversation shows such small-scale realignments. It’s a mundane interchange, one of those myriad conversations that go by without anyone paying much attention but that establish and rearrange alignments within a family.

The trouble starts when ten-year-old Ann criticizes her mother’s cooking: “The meat is dry.”

Her mother defends it: “No. I think it’s delicious.”

The exchange could have ended there, or Ann and her mother could have continued to negotiate about whether the meat was dry or delicious. What happens is that twelve-year-old Joyce steps into the circle and comes to their mother’s defense: “It’s not dry,” says Joyce. “It’s just . . .”

“Put some mushroom sauce on it,” their mother suggests.

Ann soon backtracks: “It’s not dry, it’s just hard.”

And Joyce reinforces her support for the meat: “It’s good, though.”

Joyce takes the role of peacemaker by defending her mother’s cooking: “It’s not dry.” Yet she also aligns with Ann by continuing, “It’s just . . . ,” allowing that something is wrong with the meat. This gives Ann the opening to agree with Joyce and revise her judgment (“It’s not dry”) but also stick to her claim that the meat has a problem (“it’s just hard”). The mother, for her part, indirectly concedes there might be a problem because she suggests a solution (“Put some mushroom sauce on it”). Joyce wraps the whole thing up with a vote of confidence for their mother’s cooking: “It’s good, though.” What a delicate balancing act, what an affable ending.

In any conversation family members create and shift alignments to balance and rebalance the teams. Linguist Shari Kendall, also studying dinner-table conversations, found shifting alliances in a family of three: Elaine, Mark, and their ten-year-old daughter, Beth. Kendall’s analysis shows how casual comments and jokes play a role in creating and undercutting alliances.

Mark and Beth frequently engaged in humorous bantering. You can see this happening in one of the excerpts of their conversation that Kendall analyzed. Mark offers Beth food (which Elaine prepared), and Elaine chastises her for the way she refuses the offer.

“You want another bowl?” Mark offers.

“Ew,” Beth responds, sounding very much like the ten-year-old she is.

When Elaine questions Beth’s response (“Mm?”), Beth elaborates, “No, they’re disgusting.”

At this Elaine challenges, “Excuse me!”

And Beth, chastened, says, “Sorry!”

“Just say, ‘No thanks,’” her mother instructs, and Beth complies: “No thanks!”

By correcting Beth’s way of declining food, Elaine teaches her a lesson in politeness. Beth shows she’s learned the lesson by repeating the more courteous “No thanks.” In doing so she aligns with her mother and reinforces Elaine’s authority.

But a few seconds later Mark makes light of the situation by echoing the expression for which Elaine castigated Beth. He repeats the word disgusting under his breath in a humorous way, like a conspiring sibling whispering behind their mother’s back. Beth responds by giggling, showing appreciation of Mark’s remark.

By whispering a single word in a particular way, Mark aligns with Beth, at the same time lightening the mood through humor. (He also, Kendall points out, may be undercutting Elaine’s authority.) In just this way, innumerable times each day, family members create, shift, and readjust alignments in daily conversation.

“ LET ME IN !”

All family members struggle with the conflicting needs to be safe in the family’s protection and free from the family’s control—to get a center seat in the family pew and to avoid being left out. And these struggles are reflected in our conversations and in our conflicts.

My father likes to tell about the mother who had a dozen children. “I wouldn’t give you a penny for another child,” the woman says, “but I wouldn’t take a million dollars for any of the ones I’ve got.” Parents treasure every one of their children, the anecdote says. Yet there is hardly a family in which there isn’t a child who feels that another child was favored, got advantages, had it easy, or was spared indignities and deprivations that he or she suffered. The most fundamental rivalry, it seems, is the sibling kind. And siblings seem always to have their antennae rolled out to pick up any signal indicating their parents are favoring a brother or sister. There are few parents who would admit to favoring one child over another but also few adults who cannot tell you which sibling they think was favored by their mother or father.

Nothing brings out the conviction of favoritism—or fears and resentments about it—as dramatically as the death of a parent. Battles over inheritance are as ancient as the Bible story of Jacob and Esau—a stage on which siblings strive to realign themselves with respect to parents. Jacob, the less favored son, tricks their blind father into bestowing his blessing on himself, thus stealing his brother’s birthright by stealing their father’s love and approval. In this spirit, adult children often find themselves in bitter disputes about inheritance. On one level the dispute is about money: a chance to get sometimes significant amounts. But these tragic eruptions are as common when there is little of financial value at stake. As one man put it, describing a battle that broke out among his brothers when their mother died, “It is your last chance to claim the love for yourself.”

Adeline Yen Mah’s memoir, Falling Leaves, recounts a family drama played out on this stage. Mah describes how she was persecuted as the least-favored child, and how she tried as an adult to repair this alignment by becoming successful and helping members of her family. She sees how futile these efforts were when she learns she was cut out of her stepmother’s will—and, by implication, deprived of her father’s legacy, since he had died first. Her negotiations with her siblings around this devastating news in turn reinforce the alignments established in their childhoods.

The youngest of the five stepchildren, Adeline was persecuted not only by her stepmother but also by her two oldest siblings: Lydia (the one who passed information on to their stepmother) and Edgar, the oldest of three brothers. The brother closest in age to Adeline, named James, was her secret ally (though he did not dare defend her publicly).

When she grew up Adeline attended university in London, became a physician, established a successful career in the United States, and married happily. Yet, driven by a desire to change the family dynamic, she ended up reinforcing it. As the child who was most victimized, most rejected, she was the one who most wanted to restore the family so she could be accepted into it. Lydia had been caught in mainland China when the rest of the family moved to Hong Kong and had managed to alienate her parents and siblings, so when she got back in touch with the family after years of estrangement, her brothers and stepmother resisted resuming contact. But Adeline pressed her stepmother, with whom she had achieved a fragile reconciliation following her father’s death, to reconcile with Lydia.

As a result of Adeline’s efforts to bring her back into the family circle, Lydia repeated the pattern from their childhood: She turned their stepmother against Adeline, with the result that Adeline was cut out of the stepmother’s will. The brothers then took their places in the constellation. When James (the only one who did not torment Adeline as a child) suggested that the other siblings give Adeline her rightful share of their inheritance, Edgar and Lydia, who had been cruelest to her as a child, refused. It is as if the family had been handed a script that could not be changed. Even in death her stepmother had drawn the lines of alignment in a way that excluded the youngest sister.

RIVALRY          BY          PROXY

Inheritance is a last chance because the parents are gone, but before that there is another battleground. Adult children who have their own children can find that those new family members, extensions of themselves, can become rivals by proxy for parents’ approval. In one grown family the younger of two daughters was the first to give her parents a grandchild by marrying a man who had a son by a previous marriage. She basked in the attention her parents showered on this little boy, especially since she had always felt her sister had gotten more of their parents’ approval than she did. So when her older sister became pregnant, she could not share her parents’ unalloyed joy. She feared that her sister’s grandchild by birth would supplant her grandchild by marriage in their parents’ affections. Underneath, she feared that, once again, her sister would win the contest for favored child. Whatever ground she claimed, it seemed, her sister would come along to bump her off it and raise her own flag higher.

It isn’t only siblings who fear losing a share of love to another family member. In a Newsweek essay, Diana Friedman, mother of two children, writes of the resentment she initially felt when her father married a second wife who was only eleven years older than she. The first loss was of her childhood home, and with it the emotional “home” of being first in her father’s affections: “Within a few years the house in which we had grown up was sold, and I found that I could no longer assume that my father was automatically available to me.” Friedman discovered that becoming a mother herself didn’t transform her, like a pumpkin becoming a carriage at the touch of a magic wand. “I found myself weeping incessantly,” she recalls, “when he adopted a seven-year-old girl two weeks before I had my own daughter. I felt that whatever thrill the birth of his first grandchild might have brought us was tempered by the fact that at 61, my dad once again became a new father.”

Friedman’s tale has a happy ending: Her children and her stepmother’s children became close and brought their mothers together. But in many families these fault lines continue to shift under pressure, even as children become adults and have their own children.

TURNING THE TABLES 

Alignments set in childhood persist long after children grow up. But sometimes alignments change, and the redrawn lines can be difficult for sisters or brothers who thought they had a lifetime appointment as chief child.

In one family, for example, Walt, an older brother, was a real estate agent who received citations and awards for his civic activities; his picture was taken beside the mayor and in a group with his congressman. Walt passed these photos on to his parents, who displayed them, framed, throughout their house. Meanwhile, Walt’s younger brother, Arnie, was writing short stories and working as a waiter. Walt aided his brother’s efforts to become a writer, offering financial as well as psychological support.

But things slowly began to shift. Arnie published first stories and then a novel. Then his second novel was a big success and was made into a movie. Walt was surprised to find that his joy at his brother’s success was not unalloyed. When Walt called his parents to chat, they now spent less time asking what was new with him and more time telling him of Arnie’s latest triumphs. And when he visited them, he couldn’t help noticing that his framed citations and photos had been pushed aside to make room for photographs of Arnie with this or that famous person. Although he was genuinely proud of his brother and pleased at his success, Walt also felt unseated in the one area where he had been safe in his superior rank—the family.

In a similar constellation, Brad, a law student, was oddly unnerved when his younger sister married a stockbroker who had a daughter by a previous marriage. In one fell swoop the tables had turned: She and her husband bought a house, whereas Brad still lived in a student apartment; they bought stylish furniture while he was still living with yard-sale bargains; and, most upsetting of all, she presented their parents with a ready-made family, while Brad was still laying the foundations for the family he planned one day to begin. When such milestones are reached first by an older sibling, they provide a model that younger siblings may either aspire to or decide to eschew. But when they are reached by a younger sibling first, the older one can feel displaced, knocked off track by an unexpected and seemingly unjust realignment.

THE BIG SWITCH :

AS PARENTS GET OLDER

Perhaps the biggest realignment of all takes place in those families who are lucky enough to have parents live to old age. When growing older shades into growing old, adult children begin to take on responsibilities in caring for their parents, and the roles of helper and helped, at one time safely apportioned by age, are gradually reversed.

I witnessed a scene in an airport where a grandmother was treated like a child. Because her son’s family was united in their way of treating her, she seemed as helpless to escape as if she had been a prisoner in a cell with her son’s family a team of keepers. The scene had special resonance for me because I was waiting to check in for a flight to visit my own parents in Fort Lauderdale.

I was getting nervous—and so was the woman who was in front of me in line. She looked to be in her early seventies, and the young woman accompanying her, clearly a granddaughter, looked to be about twenty. It was five minutes to twelve, and the Fort Lauderdale flight was scheduled to leave at twelve-twenty, but the long line hardly seemed to be moving. Another flight, headed for a different destination and not scheduled to leave until one-ten, was posted right next to the Fort Lauderdale flight, and customers checking in for both flights were jumbled together in line.

The grandmother in front of me had the same idea I did and acted on it just as I was contemplating a similar move. Maybe there should be two lines. Surely those checking in for the earlier flight should be given priority. She stepped out of line and approached the counter, trying to get the attention of the agent to pose these logical questions. But before she could address the agent, her son, a man in his fifties who had been standing to the side with his wife and another daughter, swooped down on his mother. “Just get back in line!” he chastised her loudly as he coaxed her back to her place in line. “Do you want to start an uprising?”

The grandmother tried to explain why she had stepped out of line, but her voice was drowned out as the entire family laughed at and built on his joke. “You want to make your life more exciting!” her granddaughter quipped, sparking more laughter from her mother and sister when she repeated it for them: “She wants to make her life more exciting!”

The laughter was good-natured, not cackling or mean, but it had unmistakable overtones of condescension. The grandmother stayed in her place in line. Soon a second small drama ensued. “They’ll need your ID again,” her granddaughter told her, and she began fishing in her grandmother’s purse as it hung from her shoulder. Finding it awkward to locate what she sought from that angle, she pulled the purse toward her, pressing it against her own body as she searched inside. I saw a flash of confusion (I’d even say desperation) on the older woman’s face as she saw her purse flying away from her and into someone else’s hands, but she did not object.

The grandmother never really protested any of this treatment; maybe she figured she’d be on the plane and on her own soon enough. Maybe she appreciated the attention and show of caring. Having a whole family take you to the airport is surely a sign of devotion. But the scene made me worry about all I did to try to help my own parents. How do you show you care and help them out without making them smaller and more helpless in the process?

The granddaughter in the airport handled her grandmother’s property without asking permission, in the way an adult might take an object from the hands of a child. But even if she hadn’t done that, the very act of helping sends metamessages of competence (the helper’s) and potential condescension (toward the helped). These metamessages reside in the alignment established by helping.

BACK HOME, YOU’RE STILL A KID 

Another grandmother—a character in Joe DiPietro’s play Over the River and Through the Woods—puts the metamessage of helping into words: “You want to help them. So much. Like you did when they were little. It doesn’t matter how old they get. You just always want to help them.” In the play this grandmother does get to help her grandson, Nick, a twenty-nine-year-old man who is visiting his Italian grandparents in Hoboken, New Jersey, as he has done every Sunday of his life.

Nick has recently broken the news that he will move to Seattle to accept an important promotion. His grandparents—all four of them—have tried to convince him to pass up the promotion and stay near them. Nick wants to do what’s best for his own life but does not want to leave the grandparents he is so close to. Act One ends in a crescendo of his confusion and mixed feelings: He shouts at his grandparents that he now understands why his sister and parents moved away: “ ’Cause they wanted to live without constant interference! And judgment! And criticism!”

Nick continues in this vein until he works himself up to fever pitch, screaming, “Guess what—and this will be news to you all—but I am an adult! Yes! There is a fully functioning, grown-up man standing before you who is perfectly capable of taking care of himself—taking care of him—” He is unable to complete his declaration of adulthood because he collapses, clutching his chest and gasping for breath.

As the next scene opens Nick is installed on his grandparents’ couch, where they have been taking care of him after his asthma attack. Even as he wailed his protest that he was an adult, his behavior was testimony that he was acting like a child. His collapse was evidence that he was not quite capable of taking care of himself.

Alignments are key to why this scene is funny: Though growing up changes alignments so that adults no longer are taken care of by their grandparents, when adults return to their grandparents’ (or parents’) homes, they often find themselves right back in the position they were in when they lived there—dependent, childlike. Thus, Adeline Yen Mah writes, when she returned to Hong Kong after completing university, medical school, and a medical residency, “Though I had been in England for eleven years and was now a physician, at that moment I felt no different from the schoolgirl who left in 1952.” Or, as the author J. D. Dolan puts it, describing a return to his childhood home: “Back here, I was a little kid again. Back here, I was terrified by monsters, terrified of the dark.”

SHIFTING AND RESHIFTING ALIGNMENTS 

Years ago, when I taught writing to college students, I used an exercise to demonstrate how ideas could be organized into essays. I asked everyone in the class to form a circle and put an object—any object in their possession—on the floor in the center of the circle. A typical collection might include pens, pencils, a wallet, keys, a notebook, a tube of lipstick, eyeliner, a compact, and so on. Then I’d ask for volunteers to organize the objects in a logical way.

One person might organize the objects by shape, pushing cylindrical pens, pencils, eyeliner, and lipstick into one group, rectangular notebook and wallet into another, perhaps leaving an odd-shaped object, like a whistle, alone. Then someone would organize by function, gathering the pens, pencils, and notebook together in one group, the lipstick, eyeliner, and compact in another. A third person might reorganize by color, putting a blue-covered notebook with a blue compact, a black-covered notebook with a black-enameled tube of lipstick. Just when everyone thought that every possible organizing principle had been exhausted, someone would come up with another, such as materials: plastics in one group, paper products in another, metals in a third. Each new organizing principle made us look at the objects in a new way.

Families are like that exercise; the different organizing principles are like shifting alignments. Lines of connection—or lines of control—are drawn between family members by the ways we speak to each other; the topics we speak about; the information we reveal or conceal; the myriad shared interests, perspectives, and experiences that a life together affords. But each alignment between two or more people potentially excludes one or more others. This helps explain the ever-emerging comfort and pain of life in a family. Once you understand how alignments work, you can talk about them—explain to family members why you reacted as you did. You can also try talking differently, in order to alter alignments so you, or someone you love, will sit more comfortably in relation to the others in your family.

A BRIEF INTERLUDE I

♦

“Go Ahead, Treat Me Like a Stranger”

MY MOTHER OFTEN complains that my father does not confide in her. For example, she might notice that he has been lying down frequently and eventually pry out of him that his back is hurting.

“How long has it been hurting?” she asks.

“Oh, just a couple of weeks,” he says.

And she replies, with wounded irony, “Go ahead, treat me like a stranger.”

“Like a stranger” here means “You don’t tell me anything.” It means “You are pushing me away.” To my mother, not telling when something hurts him is a violation of connection. And that hurts her.

At the end of Art Spiegelman’s autobiographical book Maus, the son, Art, finally walks away from his father, who has become overwhelming in his authoritarianism. The last word of the book is the father’s devastating word to his son: “Stranger!”

This is the worst thing the father could say. Yet if he really regarded his son as a stranger, the father would not care if Art walked away. The rejection is devastating precisely because Art and his father are family—and the proof is their continuing power to hurt each other deeply.

One of the most heartbreaking experiences imaginable occurs when a family member really regards another as a stranger, and this is one of the most calamitous results of Alzheimer’s disease. Just this experience is described by a woman named Sally, who is taking part in a support group for those giving care to family members suffering from Alzheimer’s. Quoted in an article by Jaber Gubrium and James Holstein, Sally tells her group that her husband, Al, “turned around . . . just like that . . . and asked me, ‘Who are you? What are you doing in here?’ It was like I was a stranger in the house or something. God, that set me back.” Sally was able to calm herself by recalling another group member’s similar experience: “I remember how Cora reacted when her mother yelled at her about not wanting a stranger running around in the bedroom,” she says. “I felt like that.” And she reminds herself that it was not her husband but his disease that caused his confusion.

In both Sally’s and Cora’s recollections, the word stranger reflects the sense of intrusion that the people with Alzheimer’s expressed when they were not able to recognize their caregivers as family members. Sally’s husband asked what she was doing “in here.” Cora’s mother didn’t want a stranger “in the bedroom.” A stranger is someone who belongs outside the family fortress. Only family members belong inside. If family suggests belonging, then the opposite is stranger.

Many conflicts arise from differing senses of the rights and obligations of family—as distinguished from strangers. A woman in her sixties recalls that from the time she married and moved into her own home, her parents refused to ring the bell when they arrived for a visit. Bells, they felt, were for strangers. Family just walks in. When their children were small, the woman and her husband bought a house that had several entrances: the front door, a side door, a back door, and a way in through the garage. When her parents came to visit and found the front door locked, they walked around the house trying all the doors in hopes of finding one unlocked so they could enter as they should—like family.

This image of parents walking around the house searching for an unlocked door is a metaphor for family: You want to find your way in and be treated as if you belong there. When your children become adults, the quest takes on urgency because, in a way, you don’t really belong there—not completely, not unquestioningly. Not in the way you belonged in their lives when they were small.

The same goes for children who have moved out of their parents’ home. They object when their old bedrooms are turned into offices or dens, when their parents ask them to take their stored cartons out of the attic. Even though they have moved out of their parents’ home, they want to keep their rightful place inside the family.

All of us feel, at some time, that we are like strangers in our own families. My mother recalls, her voice shaky and lowered to a whisper because even now it makes her feel rejected, that when I was seven I said I didn’t think she was my real mother: I must have been adopted. I have learned, since, how common this is. Many children, especially around that age, feel, “I don’t belong in this family. I must be adopted.” Adopted is a way of expressing that you don’t fit in, you feel you’re not cut from the same cloth. Children who are, in fact, adopted have a concrete circumstance to point to when they feel this way. Others borrow this circumstance to capture how they feel.

The idea of alignment shows the role that talk plays in creating and dispelling the feeling of not quite belonging in your own family. The idea of strangers—the counterpoint that gives meaning to the idea of family—shows why it matters so much.

THREE

♦

Fighting for Love



Connection and Control in Family Arguments

THOSE WHO LOVE each other fight with each other,” says a Ukrainian proverb. Many couples can tell you not only about their first kiss but also about their first argument. (In my case it was about linguistics.) In a way a relationship moves to a deeper level of intimacy when a conflict arises—and is resolved. Nowhere is this truer than in families, where “I only say this because I love you” often means that what I say makes you mad.

Small-scale arguments or large-scale verbal fights break out at one time or another in all families. Many people try heroically to “communicate”—to solve problems by talking about them. But sometimes ways of talking aggravate disputes rather than solve them, and trying to work things out through talk either escalates into a bigger fight or gets you completely off track until you’re arguing about how to argue. In this chapter I’ll look at arguments that actually took place in families in order to show how people used words to express their frustrations and get their way, how the ways they argued at times worked well and made things better, but at other times made things worse—and how, in those instances, they could have talked differently with a better result.

First let’s look more closely at the dynamics that often underlie conflicts—dynamics that both drive and complicate everything said in a family.

THE CONNECTION - CONTROL GRID

Every relationship, every conversation, is a blend between the desires for connection and for control that I wrote about in Chapter 1. But it’s even more complicated, because neither connection nor control is a one-dimensional dynamic. If we think of each as a continuum between two poles, we can see more subtly what is at stake in family conversations, and how ways of talking fulfill or undermine these simultaneous, and sometimes conflicting, needs.

Let’s start with the drive toward control. We can think of any utterance—or any relationship—placed somewhere on a continuum between hierarchy at one end and equality at the other. At the hierarchy end every relationship is a power struggle: Someone is one-up, and someone is one-down. The one-up person gets to tell the one-down person what to do. In this sense the one-up person keeps control. That’s why I call this the control continuum.

Age is one factor determining who’s up—and families almost always include people of different ages. Parents (or other adult caretakers) are one-up, children one-down. Older siblings are one-up as well, and younger siblings are one-down. (These constellations can be reversed—or at least complicated—when children become adults, and parents need more help from their children than the children do from their parents.)

On the equality end of the control continuum, no one is dominant and no one subordinate, so neither gets to tell the other what to do. But this is an ideal that is rarely achieved. In a family one person’s wishes or needs always impinge on others’ actions, curtailing freedom. Even for parents, or two adults living in the household, equality is a goal continually negotiated through talk as well as actions. One adult may have more say in some matters, another in others. A parent may have more say than a stepparent, but not always: A parent who is afraid that a stepparent will be driven away by difficult stepchildren may pressure those children to walk on eggshells around the stepparent.

It’s important to emphasize that hierarchy is not inherently bad; it is not all about either getting your way or being pushed around. And equality is not inherently good. A hierarchical relationship entails mutual obligations. Yes, children have to listen to their caretakers and do what they’re told, but parents (or other adult caretakers) have obligations, too: to protect, support, and help the children in their care. There is safety in being lower on the hierarchy, and responsibility in being higher. Being one-down entails privileges as well as humiliations.

You might think that the goal is for adults to move as close as possible to the equality end of the control continuum, but this is not necessarily the case. For the person who is one-down, moving more toward equality entails a loss of protection and help. For the person who is one-up, moving toward equality means a loss of the connection that comes from feeling responsible for someone else. These trade-offs are in the spotlight when children become adolescents, edging toward adulthood. Surely they account for some of the sadness, as well as the relief, that parents feel as children grow older, become more independent, and move out to live on their own (if they do).

Family talk is a matter of finding just the right blend of responsibility, caring, and independence—the right footing, in other words, on a continuum between hierarchy and equality.

At the same time, though, there is another continuum along which all conversations—and relationships—move. The desire for connection is really a matter of finding the right footing on a continuum between closeness and distance. Here the questions are How close do I want to be to the other person? Would I rather—or would he or she rather—put more distance between us? You can move too far in either direction: If you move too far toward the closeness end, you risk feeling suffocated, invaded, or overwhelmed. If you move too far toward the distance end, you risk feeling abandoned, left out, cut off. I call this the connection continuum.

The control continuum and the connection continuum are not separate; they are inextricably intertwined, just as the dynamics of control and connection overlap, intertwine, and entail each other. For example, a danger in moving too far toward the closeness end of the connection continuum is feeling engulfed by another person—and hence out of control. Similarly, it might seem that being in a hierarchical relationship with someone means you’re distant, like a boss and an employee. But in a family greater hierarchy often means greater closeness, as with a parent and infant or a grandparent and grandchild.

Think, too, of the devotion—the idolization—that a younger sibling typically feels toward an older one, or the equally passionate devotion felt by an older sibling given responsibility for taking care of a younger sister or brother. The poet Delmore Schwartz wrote, “In dreams begin responsibilities.” We might change that a bit and say, “In responsibilities begins love.” In a family being one-up means being responsible for and taking care of someone—and the act of caring creates mutual affection.

Family relationships are fundamentally hierarchical as well as deeply connected. The two continua—between hierarchy and equality on the one hand and between closeness and distance on the other—are in play, and interplay, at every moment. In Chapter 1, I showed that anything said in the spirit of one dynamic can be taken in the spirit of the other. So if your mother (or brother or sister) says, “You need to dress better. I only say this because I love you,” you can focus on connection (the caring) or control (telling you how to dress). But now we can go further. To the extent that saying you need to dress better implies criticism, it puts you down (on the control continuum, you’re closer to hierarchy) but it also creates distance (pushing you toward that end of the connection continuum).

You can think of the relationship between these two continua as a grid with intersecting axes:

[image: image]

In any family relationship you have to find the right place on the grid—that is, the right position between hierarchy and equality as well as between closeness and distance. Finding that place drives family conversations.

Arguments often result when you feel yourself, or someone else, moving around the grid in ways that make you uncomfortable: too much closeness and too much hierarchy, for example, or too much equality and too much distance.

WHAT’S THE GOOD OF ARGUING ?

Before we listen in on arguments between family members to see how they can be avoided or better managed, we need to consider that arguing has a positive side: Sometimes it can improve relationships in a family.

We think of arguments as driving people apart—pushing them toward the distance end of the connection continuum. But arguing can also bring people together. Expressing anger can bring a relationship to a new level of closeness when it exposes disagreements that have simmered below the surface. For Danzy Senna, daughter of a black father and a white mother, an angry argument led to a breakthrough in her relationship with her Irish Protestant grandmother.

A college student on a holiday visit, Senna overheard her grandmother yelling at her housekeeper, a Greek woman named Mary, who had accidentally broken a vase. “Idiot! You damn fool!” Senna’s grandmother shouted. “You stupid stupid woman! How in bloody hell could you have done something so stupid!” When Senna appeared, Mary scurried away with the shards of broken vase, and her grandmother turned to Senna, all sweetness and consideration. But Senna was enraged. She writes: “‘Don’t you ever talk to her that way,’ I shouted. ‘Where do you think you are? Slavery was abolished long ago.’”

Perhaps it was Senna’s reference to slavery, or just her grandmother’s abiding awareness of her mixed-race background, but her grandmother said, “It’s about race, isn’t it?” Incredulous, Senna replied, “Race? Mary’s white. This is about respect—treating other human beings with respect.” And then her grandmother delivered the verdict: “The tragedy about you is that you are mixed.” Senna struck back: “Your tragedy is that you are old and ignorant. You don’t know the first thing about me.”

It is easy to imagine a scenario in which this is the end of the relationship. You can hear Senna telling this story as the explanation for why she stopped speaking to her grandmother: the truth of the old woman’s racism came out. But as Senna tells it, this was not the end. It was the beginning:

I left her apartment trembling yet feeling exhilarated by what I had done. But my elation soon turned to shame. I had taken on an old lady. And for what? Her intolerance was, at her age, deeply entrenched. My rebuttals couldn’t change her.

Yet that fight marked the beginning of our relationship. I’ve since decided that when you cease to express anger toward those who have hurt you, you are essentially giving up on them. They are dead to you. But when you express anger, it is a sign that they still matter, that they are worth the fight.

After that argument, my grandmother and I began a conversation. She seemed to see me clearly for the first time. . . . And I no longer felt she was a relic. She was a living, breathing human being who deserved to be spoken to as an equal.

I began visiting her more. . . . In her presence, I was proudly black and young and political, and she was who she was: subtly racist, terribly elitist and awfully funny.

The angry confrontation allowed Senna and her grandmother to become closer because once they were talking honestly to each other, they could have a relationship as two individuals related by family. Danzy wanted her grandmother to see her for who she was—and, after their argument, her grandmother began to do that. At the same time, Danzy came to understand who her grandmother was, given her own life before Danzy came into the world.

SORE SPOTS 

No one comes to a relationship as a blank slate. We all bring with us long histories of life experience that have left us bruised in different ways—and each lingering bruise is a sensitive spot that family members can inadvertently (or intentionally) bump into, causing pain. Many older brothers and sisters quickly learn their younger siblings’ sore spots (a brother is chubby, a sister wears glasses) and deliberately kick them there when they get the chance. But adult partners sometimes bump into each other’s sore spots inadvertently, upsetting the balance on the control-connection grid.

The radio talk show host Diane Rehm recounted on the air an argument she had with her husband of forty years. “The other night my husband and I were in a meeting with two other people,” she said, “and one of the other people suggested something. And John immediately looked at me and said, ‘Write that down.’

“I had an intake of breath and I smiled and said, ‘Don’t forget, I’m not your secretary. Of course I’ll make a note of it.’ And when we left the office I said to him, ‘You know it did feel as though you were talking to me as though I were a secretary.’” This had special resonance for Diane because when she and John met, she was a secretary at the State Department, where he was an attorney.

Realizing this, John replied, “I think you’re overly sensitive about that.”

Diane agreed: “You’re right. I am overly sensitive, and so I would appreciate your taking note of that. If you had simply said to me, ‘Would you be good enough to write that down?’ or, ‘Do you have a pencil? I’ll write it down,’ it would have been a totally different reaction.”

This exchange holds several truths that apply to any relationship. First, areas of sensitivity must be taken into account, whether they come from shared history or an individual’s personal history. They are part of who we are, and we need to feel that we can trust loved ones not to step on a sore toe, not to squeeze a sore hand. In that sense (from Diane’s point of view), John’s comment showed a failure of connection. He should know her well enough to know what her sensitive spots are.

At the same time, Diane’s reaction focused on the wording her husband chose, which sounded peremptory to her. That’s what created the impression that he felt it was her job to take notes at the meeting. In this sense John’s comment invoked hierarchy, implying (from Diane’s point of view) that he was one-up, giving orders, and she one-down, taking them. Here is an example of where the grid comes in: To many people hierarchy is distancing and closeness implies equality.

Yet the way John asked Diane to “write that down” could be seen as a sign of closeness rather than a violation of it. For many people, being close means you don’t have to stand on ceremony. So you can say to a family member, “Give me that pen,” whereas you would say to someone you don’t know well, “Would you mind handing me that pen, please?” John could easily have felt that speaking to Diane as he would to a stranger would be a failure of closeness.

The sources of these different reactions are all the cultural and personal influences that affect conversational style. Diane’s preference for a more “polite” request might be influenced by where she grew up (Washington, D.C., when it was southern in atmosphere) or her ethnic background (her parents had been raised in an Eastern Orthodox community in the Middle East). Gender differences could also be playing a role here: Diane’s expectation that a request be made in a “polite” way reflects styles more common among women.

Context is important, too. Diane might not have reacted as she did if John had spoken to her that way in private rather than in a meeting. Perhaps it was the alignments suggested by the setting—a man and woman come to a meeting with others; he tells her to take notes—that gave the fleeting impression that he was talking to her as if she were his secretary.

Diane’s story continued. “Later on that same evening,” she said, “I got up from the dinner table—just the two of us—and I said, ‘Well, I’m finished.’ And he said, ‘You know that’s exactly like my saying to you, “Would you write that down?” ’ He said, ‘I am sensitive to the fact that I wasn’t finished with my dinner.’” John, too, in other words, was asking for a level of consideration that would automatically be granted to a guest: not getting up and leaving the table while someone is still eating. By unilaterally standing up and announcing she was done, Diane was probably following the “rule of breaking rules” that applies in many families: We don’t stand on ceremony when talking to family members because we are close. But her gesture could also be perceived as distancing (insensitivity to his feelings shows a failure of caring) or condescending (a person who is one-up does not have to wait while an underling finishes). I doubt either of these dynamics was operating in Diane’s intentions, any more than they were in John’s when he spoke earlier. But one or the other dynamic—or both—could underlie their reactions.

Diane Rehm’s anecdote had a happy ending: Because she and her husband were able to talk about what had happened and listen to each other’s explanations, they both felt they had learned from the experience and would walk more carefully in the future to avoid bumping into those sore spots.

Another lesson that comes from this example is a universal danger in the lives of families. It can be easy to take family members for granted and neglect to offer those you love a level of courtesy and consideration that you would offer automatically to someone you know less well. Following the rule of breaking rules entails a risk; it is wise not to carry that conviction so far that loved ones feel slighted when a small gesture of consideration would make them feel cherished.

WHAT’S THE POINT ?

WHEN WHAT YOU’RE ARGUING ABOUT 

IS NOT THE ISSUE

The initial disagreement between Diane and John Rehm was about ways of talking; Diane had no objection to taking notes at the meeting. Some arguments, though, are about true differences of opinion or desires. And sometimes arguments seem to have no point at all, or, if they have a point, it never comes out. The issue in dispute isn’t really the issue. An example from my own experience comes to mind.

I married at twenty-three and separated at twenty-nine. One of the biggest shocks to me was my first husband’s temper. He was never violent, but he would explode suddenly in anger. This upset me, but it also struck me as morally wrong. I had never heard my father raise his voice, and my father was my model: People should be, above all, rational.

One outburst sticks in my mind: My husband exploded in anger because I had put the toilet paper roll into its holder with the paper unfolding from below rather than from above. I still recall my disbelief and outrage: He had never told me that he preferred the toilet paper installed that way. If he wanted the toilet paper to unfurl from the top, all he had to do was say so. (It didn’t occur to me, back then, to suggest he could install the toilet paper himself.) I was incredulous that he would be so unreasonable.

Looking back, I am incredulous at my naïveté. I really thought my husband’s anger was about toilet paper. What a silly idea. In retrospect, I surmise that the reason he never told me, calmly, how he preferred the toilet paper roll to unfurl is that he didn’t care that much—when he was calm. He was upset about something—maybe something at work, maybe something personal—and his emotional outburst took aim at the first minor frustration he encountered. How foolish it was of me to assume he meant it literally. I should have caught my breath, taken a step back, and either tried to find out what was really bothering him or just ignored it until it passed. It would have been pointless to seek a constructive way to settle our differences about how to install toilet paper; that simply wasn’t the real issue.

We do, however, need to find ways of using talk to settle substantive disputes, whether large or small. Many disagreements in families are about truly conflicting opinions or preferences, such as major purchases. No amount of talking can erase the differences, yet talking is the best way to address them. (The alternative is silence, which has its uses but also its limits.) In some cases talking things out resolves differences. In others it simply makes things worse, as the disagreement escalates into an argument and eventually into a fight. With this in mind, let’s look at a series of arguments that occurred in families to see how ways of talking made things worse and how talking differently could have made them better.

“ I AIN’T ARGUING ”:

HOW SARCASM, YELLING, AND “ CUSSING ”

GET IN THE WAY

One dispute was captured on tape by Sam Vuchinich in his study of how conflicts end during family dinner-table conversations. Listening in on this argument is an object lesson in how talking things over can fail in working things out. The husband and wife have a fundamental difference of opinion about what house they should buy, but their chances of resolving this difference go way down because they never confront the issues underlying their dispute. Let’s examine how they argue to see the way elements like tone of voice, exaggeration, or the words they choose get in the way of resolving the dispute.

The first sign that an argument is brewing shows up when the wife slips into a common linguistic mode: sarcasm. Apparently, husband and wife agree that they need a new house, but they disagree about which house to buy. She wants to have a house built on a lot they have located, but he wants to buy a house that is already built. In arguing for his point of view, he says, “Why go out there and pay twenty-two dollars a square foot to build one when I can buy it for less than eighteen already built and not have that trouble?” She counters, “Cause it ain’t big enough is what.” Then she adds, “What am I supposed to do, give away my furniture?”

Ouch. Because the idea of giving away her furniture is obviously absurd to her, it dramatizes the wife’s point. But sarcasm is risky; it raises the emotional temperature of an interchange by introducing an insulting tone. Rather than address her husband’s claim directly, sarcasm ridicules it. And it does so by its tone as much as by its words, which makes it harder to respond to in a constructive way.

The husband disputes his wife’s objection with an exaggeration of his own. “That house is almost as big as this house right here,” he says. She responds, “JOHN IT DON’T GOT NO DEN IN IT and a dining room neither.” Once again it is the wife who turns the heat up, this time by raising her voice, as Vuchinich shows by printing the line in capital letters. But what drives her to raise her voice is probably his exaggeration—dismissing “no den and no dining room” as “almost as big.”

The husband tacitly accepts this correction by offering to solve the problem of size. He says it would be “no trouble to put up” new rooms. His wife counters, “That’s a lot of trouble to me.” He disagrees, saying, “It ain’t no damn trouble to you cause you ain’t gonna drive no nail in it.” Her response to this is silence. He then lowers the emotional volume: “Now, how can it be trouble for you? It’ll be there when you move in.” Again she is silent. When she finally speaks she simply explains why she won’t answer: “If that’s the only way you can talk to me is cussing then I don’t even want to talk about it.”

Refusing to continue a discussion that has turned into an argument can be a very good thing to do, especially if you can tackle the problem at another time, when your tempers are cooler. But if you never confront the issues, it’s not necessarily good. In this example the wife never explains how building an addition would be trouble to her, though one can guess. Because she does not lay out her misgivings, the husband does not have to explain how he would overcome them. From his perspective the issue seems to be money: He doesn’t want to pay more for a house than he thinks is absolutely necessary.

Bringing some of these issues to the surface would have improved this couple’s chances of finding a solution. What made the conflict harder to resolve were the little linguistic cues guaranteed to irritate without clarifying anything: sarcasm (hers), exaggeration (his), yelling (hers), and cursing (his). It’s useful to keep these cues in mind as what not to do if you want to settle differences rather than argue about them.

If the person you’re talking to uses one of these tactics, you can try metacommunicating rather than upping the ante by using nasty tactics of your own. You could say, “Don’t be sarcastic,” “That’s an exaggeration,” “Please don’t raise your voice,” and so on. Although this won’t always halt an argument, sometimes it will. Other times you might decide to put off discussing the topic until you both feel calmer.

HOW NOT TO RESOLVE AN ARGUMENT :

IT’S ALL IN THE TIMING

Not saying what’s on your mind can cause trouble, but saying what’s on your mind can cause trouble, too, if you do it at the wrong time. Sometimes arguments flare up because of bad timing.

Kay was upset with Frank. She had driven him to the train station that morning as usual. As he was getting out of the car, just before they exchanged kisses, she said, “I think you should call your therapist for an appointment. You’ve been under stress lately. Our friends have noticed it, too.” Kay expected Frank to take this like any other suggestion she might make as he was leaving for work, such as “Don’t forget to call the plumber” or “Call your mother; it’s her birthday.” But Frank didn’t react that way. He became angry and left the car in a huff, which made her angry. She thought his reaction was unreasonable because what she said was true and obviously meant to help.

Kay was probably right about Frank being under stress, and this, no doubt, contributed to his reaction. But it was all the more reason for her to be more mindful of when to bring the matter up. Like doctors who bemoan “doorknob complaints”—patients who mention their most serious ailment just as the visit is coming to an end—many of us balk when emotionally laden topics are broached at a moment we’re not expecting them, or when we don’t have time to address them. From this point of view, it would have been better for Kay to make the suggestion at home, during or after dinner or on a weekend afternoon.

In addition to poor timing, the alignment created by Kay’s comment was hurtful. As I discussed in Chapter 2, adding “Our friends have noticed it, too” creates an image of his wife talking to their friends about Frank in a way that (in his view) reduces him to a topic of conversation. It is tempting to call upon the testimony of others to support a point, but in most cases it is best to resist that temptation: doing so is more likely to anger the people you’re talking to than to convince them. Though getting others’ opinions may be reassuring to you, when it comes to presenting your case, it is fairer and safer to speak only for yourself. As in a courtroom, hearsay evidence is better disallowed.

OTHER NO - FAIR TACTICS :

SOCRATES AT HOME

There are other tactics that can make a situation worse rather than better. It’s common for family arguments to get derailed when one party (or both) calls the other “silly,” “stupid,” or worse. For example, in an actual argument between a married couple, the husband objected to something his wife said this way: “Well then, that’s—that’s stupid!” and added, “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.” You will not be surprised, I’m sure, to learn that the wife did not tell him what she meant. Instead, she responded, “You don’t need to call it stupid!”

Let’s look at the conversation this exchange comes from, which took place during a therapy session recorded and analyzed by communications experts Frank Millar, L. Edna Rogers, and Janet Beavin Bavelas. The argument is, on the surface, about whether the husband enjoys “alone time,” but the ways both husband and wife argue sidetrack them. Chief among those ways is the wife’s using a homegrown variety of the Socratic method.

The Socratic method, according to philosopher Janice Moulton, is frequently (though not accurately) identified as “a method of discussion designed to lead the other person into admitting that her/his views were wrong, to get them to feel what is sometimes translated as ‘shame’ and sometimes as ‘humility.’” I use the term Socratic method to refer to a style of arguing in which you try to get others to admit they were wrong—and to agree to your conclusion—by getting them to agree to one after another step along the way, much as the Greek philosopher Socrates (as we see in Plato’s dialogues) posed a series of questions, the answers to which exposed others’ ignorance or uncovered contradictions in their beliefs.

In this example the problem begins when the wife asks, “Do you enjoy alone time?” It is not clear—to us or (as far as I can tell) to her husband—why she asked it. Using the Socratic method, she tries to get him to answer one question and then another so she can lead him to a conclusion that will support her point of view. It is very frustrating to argue with someone who does this, because you don’t know where your answers are going to land you; it feels like being led down an alley blindfolded. So it’s not surprising that many people resist answering the questions, as this husband does. Instead, he reacts with sarcasm, ridicule, and insults—tactics as unlikely to have positive results as the Socratic method itself.

The argument, as Millar, Rogers, and Bavelas present it, begins when the wife asks, “Do you enjoy alone time?”

“Oh yes, yeah,” the husband replies. “I think I could live my life out alone. If I never ran into another person the rest of my time, I’d be happy. I think I would get—”

The wife does not accept this answer. She asks, “What if you couldn’t go to the races or figure with your calculator?”

Apparently intending to show how ridiculous her question is, the husband responds, “Well, you mean just sit in a jail cell or something?”

As usual, sarcasm turns up the emotional heat. The wife then repeats her question. “No, no, no,” she says. “What if there were no races you could go to and your calculator was broken?” The authors describe her tone here as “challenging.”

The husband still doesn’t answer her question. First he ridicules it again (“Well, am I allowed to sit there with a pencil and write any . . .”); then he asks a legitimate question: “I mean, why am I limited that way?” This question sounds to me like an objection to the Socratic method. He wants to know where his wife is taking him with her questions.

The wife replies, “I’m just curious”—a clearly disingenuous answer. The couple is in a therapy session, not a context for tossing out questions inspired by idle curiosity.

At this point it would have been good for the husband to insist that she explain what she’s getting at, or state directly that he doesn’t want to answer. Instead, he continues ridiculing her question by proposing an equally unlikely situation to her. “Well, is alone time good for you if you are not allowed to read a book?” he asks. Then he adds the line we saw before: “Well then, that’s—that’s stupid!”

The husband’s and wife’s tactics—her using the Socratic method, and his using sarcasm and ridicule—have gotten them off track. They are now arguing not about whatever the wife had in mind when she asked her husband whether he enjoys alone time but about the logic of her question. Though the husband’s frustration is understandable, he would have accomplished more had he metacommunicated, by asking directly, “What are you trying to get at by asking that question?” Instead, he, too, asked a question he did not really want to know the answer to (“Well, is alone time good for you if you are not allowed to read a book?”) and, without waiting for an answer, resorted to an insult (“That’s stupid”).

Now that an insult has been introduced, the argument heats up and, not surprisingly, focuses on the insult.

“You don’t need to call it stupid!” the wife retorts.

Laughing, the husband replies, “Well, yeah, . . . well, I’m just trying to get you upset.”

“Oh, you did that a long time ago,” she responds.

“What?”

“I’ve been upset a lot tonight.”

“No, no,” the husband objects.

“Yes I have.”

“No you haven’t been. You’re just playing out a role.”

At this point each of them seems to be opposing every statement the other makes, like fencers trying to block each other’s every move. They sound as if they were exchanging childlike taunts: “Yes I am!” “No you’re not!” “Yes I am!” “No you’re not!”

We never find out—because the couple never confronted (in this conversation)—what the wife had in mind when she asked her husband if he likes alone time. The Socratic method got her nowhere. Perhaps if she had said outright the end point she was aiming for they would have been more successful.

I can guess one thing that might have been in her mind when she introduced the hypothetical situation. It has to do with a metamessage that threatens the wife’s footing on the continuum between closeness and distance. When the husband said he could happily live his life out alone, his wife probably heard this as a rejection: He was saying he would be perfectly happy without her. This is a shocking thing to say to a spouse. It’s an ultimate threat to closeness, a deafening metamessage of a failure of love. When she asked whether he would enjoy being alone if he couldn’t go to the races or figure on his calculator, I would guess that she was trying to lead him to recognize that although he is happy alone when he can do certain things he enjoys, he cannot spend every waking moment doing such things; a time would come when he would run out of things to do, and then he would miss her.

These issues were never confronted because the conversation remained on the level of refuting each other’s statements rather than trying to understand each other’s point of view. It’s an object lesson in how not to argue: Avoid the Socratic method. In other words, don’t ask questions that are designed simply to show others that they are wrong—to induce a feeling of shame. That tactic leads the discussion onto sidetracks that take you away from the point of the argument.

At the same time, when others use the Socratic method in arguing with you, don’t respond with ridicule, insults, or sarcasm. Instead, metacommunicate: Insist that they state their points directly.

WHAT’S THE REAL POINT ?

The previous example was recorded during a family therapy session where a man and woman were grappling with significant problems in their marriage. With so many marriages ending in divorce, conflicts this serious are certainly common. But arguments, large and small, erupt in even the strongest relationships, as people struggle to find just the right footing between hierarchy and equality and between closeness and distance. One source of conflict that can erupt at some point in almost every family is when a person promises to do something and then doesn’t do it.

No matter how hard we try, we all sometimes forget to do things. You have a letter to mail but it stays in your pocket or on the seat of the car. You know you have to make a phone call at a certain time, but you get caught up in what you’re doing, and the hour comes and goes without your making the call. Even if you are the only one who suffers the consequences, it’s frustrating. But a family is like a complex business, with each person’s fate wrapped up in the others’ actions. When one person trips, everyone stumbles. If you told your spouse, parent, or child that you would mail the letter or make the telephone call, then the oversight takes on more meaning. There’s meaning on the message level: With everyone running double time to keep the life-support system going, a slipup by one person puts pressure on another. But there is also meaning on the metamessage level: What does your negligence say about the relationship?

Again, Sam Vuchinich’s recordings of family conflicts at dinner captured just such a scenario. It’s a relatively minor altercation—too brief to call a fight, or even an argument—but it’s about a topic that causes tension in just about every family: Someone did not do what she promised to do. In this case the wife did not put pepper on the corn plants to keep animals from eating them.

The brief interchange begins when the husband asks, “Did you put that there uh pepper on the corn?”

“Nope,” his wife responds. “I didn’t have time since I got home.”

“Didn’t have time,” he says. “I didn’t think you would.”

Tilt. Two linguistic elements up the emotional ante here. One is that now familiar tactic, sarcasm. Presumably, if the husband really didn’t think his wife would have time, he would have made other arrangements. So the implication is, “I suspected you would not fulfill your obligations because you have failed to do so in the past.”

The husband’s other linguistic tactic is more subtle. Repeating others’ words can be a sign of closeness: It shows you heard what they said, and the repetition can be a kind of ratification. But repeating can also be used for mockery—and this seems to be the spirit in which this husband repeats his wife’s words (“Didn’t have time”). The mockery is particularly caustic because a sign of closeness (repetition) is turned into a sign of hierarchy (repeating to sneer).

The wife meets this challenge with a counterchallenge. She says, “Well when did you expect me to have time?” to which he replies, “Well hell you could’ve done it last evening.” The wife then says, “I’d’ve been up ‘til about midnight.” That was the end of the argument; they let it drop.

Like the couple in the therapy session, this couple never gets to the heart of their dispute—at least not in this conversation. Apparently, she feels overburdened with responsibilities, and he seems oblivious of the burdens she bears. This mismatch probably lies at the heart of many family conflicts. The conflict over putting pepper on the corn plants could have presented an opportunity to address this deeper dispute.

I heard a newspaper editor in a radio interview comment that sometimes it is necessary to change the lead story at the last minute: It means the staff has to work late, he said, and they’re not happy about that, but it can’t be helped. I thought what a meager description that was—“they’re not happy about that”—to describe the mayhem that might break out in a family when someone expected at a certain time arrives late. The argument that might result from the editor’s decision to change the lead story at the last minute would be a very real one: “You promised to be home by six; I have a meeting; now I’ll miss it.” Or it might be disappointment: “This evening was to be our first time alone together in weeks.”

Given that the lives of family members are intertwined, one necessity for resolving disputes is finding a way to explain—and making an effort to understand—the daily pressures that each family member faces.

A TUG - OF - WAR — YOU’RE THE ROPE

Most of the examples I’ve given so far are of arguments between spouses. But fights can break out between any two (or more) family members. Here’s one that erupted between a woman and her son-in-law. It also illustrates the challenge of finding the right position on the connection-control grid.

A family visit was coming to an end. Nathan and Joan were taking their leave of Joan’s parents. Holding the hand of her three-year-old daughter, Joan wobbled under the weight of a pregnancy nearing its term. As everyone uttered good-byes, Joan’s mother, Nora, said, “I’ll see you when you give birth. I can’t wait to get that call when you go into labor!” This remark caused both Joan and Nathan to stiffen.

“We’re not going to call you when she goes into labor,” Nathan said firmly. “I’ll call to tell you when the baby is born.”

Nathan’s words were like a red flag waved before a bull, and Nora charged. She protested vehemently that he had no right to keep such crucial knowledge from her. He belted out that he was keeping control this time, that the birth was going to be quiet and private. Nora insisted that she would not intrude if they did not want her, but she had a right to know what was happening to her own daughter. Nathan countered that if he told her when Joan went into labor and it was a weekend, she would come even if they asked her not to—just as she had when their first child was born.

Nora defended herself: It had not been her idea to come ahead in that case; it had been her husband’s. (Seeing how nervous she had been while sitting by the phone, he had suggested they might as well be driving to the town where Nathan and Joan lived, so they’d be closer when they got the go-ahead to come to the hospital.) Nora promised to abide by any rules they set, but not telling her when her daughter went into labor was too cruel an exclusion.

This did not pacify Nathan; it made him angrier. When their first child was born, he said, everyone was calling—not only Nora but all their friends and relatives. The phone even rang in the birthing room. Sounding increasingly panicked, Nora said, “You don’t have to give me the phone number in the birthing room. I’ll give you my word I won’t call, so long as you promise to call me.” To explain why it was so important to her to be kept informed, she described a scenario: If it turned out to be a difficult birth and went on at length, then she would want him to call her and say, “This is what’s happening. . . .”

This scenario didn’t prove Nora’s point to Nathan; it reinforced his. It was just the unlikely situation that he would want to avoid: If his wife were having a hard time in labor, he wanted to be completely absorbed in it and in her. The last thing he would want is to have to go out and call someone to give a report and listen to her concern. “You’re being selfish,” she charged, and he pleaded guilty: “That’s right. I am.”

There is something archetypal about this family argument. It is a struggle for closeness and control, with Joan the rope in the tug-of-war. Marriage creates overlapping families: Joan is both wife and daughter. To Nora, being excluded from her daughter’s life at the crucial time of giving birth was the unkindest cut. Simply keeping her informed seemed like the smallest courtesy; denying her even this connection seemed spiteful and malevolent. But to Nathan, the birth of their child was a moment that he and his wife should experience themselves, with no intrusions.

Nathan and Nora were both struggling to find their footing on the connection-control grid. He was feeling an assault on his sense of control of his family (a power struggle, reflecting hierarchy), and she was feeling an assault on her sense of connection (distanced, cut off from her daughter). But Nora was also feeling a loss of control—she’d feel like her hands were tied at a crucial moment—and Nathan was also feeling a loss of connection—with his wife.

Neither view is right or wrong. Family style and individual personality influence how we react in situations like this. Some readers will think, My goodness, of course I would want to be alone with my partner at this intense time. Everyone else should wait until it’s over to hear the outcome. Others will think, My goodness, of course I would keep my mother/mother-in-law (or sister or father or best friend) informed moment to moment; that’s part of the excitement. One who clearly would react that way is the author Winston Groom, who, in describing his daughter’s birth, mentions that while he and his mother-in-law donned gowns to enter the delivery room, “twenty or thirty of our friends anxiously occupied the waiting room as well as our room on the obstetric ward and also spilled out into the hall.” It seems safe to say that Nathan would not have been comfortable with this situation, though Groom thought it was great.

Nathan and Nora reacted to the impending birth in their own ways. But in expressing those reactions they both said things they shouldn’t have. She should not have painted a scary scenario, and he should not have taunted her by telling her he would not call when Joan went into labor. Moreover, he should not have spoken to his mother-in-law in so harsh a manner. Their relative positions with respect to hierarchy were not clear-cut. He held the real power because he would be there and she would not. Joan lived with him, not with her mother. But the hierarchy of family rank was also in play: Nora deserved a certain level of respect as Joan’s mother.

In arguments we all say things we shouldn’t say. That’s why they’re arguments. Just as Nora reacted to the feeling of being locked out of her daughter’s life at a crucial moment, Nathan reacted to the threat of intrusion from a relationship that predated his and Joan’s—and that he may have sensed was too powerful (and too close) to subvert. Yet they both could have achieved what they wanted by other means. Nathan could have said, courteously, that he understood Nora’s desire to be involved, but he wished to keep the birth private and would call her as soon as the baby was born.

For her part, Nora could have tried to argue her case in a calmer setting—by letter, or by laying out how she felt and what she would be willing to promise. It probably would have helped to say she was sorry she had come uninvited the first time, rather than trying to evade responsibility by saying—albeit accurately—that it had been her husband’s idea, not hers. Admitting having done something wrong in the past provides reassurance for the future.

I doubt it was a coincidence that this fight broke out when everyone was saying good-bye. Just as fights often erupt in the evening, when people are tired, moments of separation can be like kindling to a fire. It was probably because they were saying good-bye that Nora felt the need for connection—to reaffirm when she would see her daughter next. At times people who are saying good-bye seem to get angry almost on purpose, as if it is easier to take leave of someone you are angry at.

FIGHTING ABOUT FIGHTING 

The disagreement between Nathan and Nora hinged on a real difference that needed to be worked out. But sometimes the most frustrating family arguments are those that spin out of control when the conflict that caused them was so minor that afterward you can’t believe you ended up fighting about it. In these cases often what causes the fight to spiral is ways of arguing.

Peg and Manny had an argument that started small, ballooned into intense anger, then disappeared during the night like a fog that burned off. Manny had to leave home earlier than Peg the next morning, and he was going to be tied up in meetings all day, so he asked her to make an airplane reservation for him, and Peg gladly complied. She made the call from her own office, but when she completed the transaction, she realized she did not know which credit card he wanted it charged to. The travel agent made a reservation that would be held for twenty-four hours. Since Peg would be returning home late that night, she left a message on their answering machine telling Manny to call the travel agent when he got home and leave the correct credit card number on the agent’s voice mail. When she got home she asked Manny casually if he had made the call, and he said he hadn’t.

Slightly annoyed, Peg said, “If it was important enough to ask me to do it for you, why wasn’t it important enough to take twenty seconds and leave your credit card number?” Manny explained why he hadn’t made the call, beginning with how busy he was and how demanding his job was.

“We’re talking about a twenty-second phone call!” she reminded him, exasperated.

“I didn’t hear the part of the message where you said I just had to leave the number,” he said. Then he added, “Anyway, I didn’t have the number because the message got erased.”

Peg zeroed in on this last excuse: “What do you mean, the message got erased? Did you erase it by mistake?”

Manny refused to put it that way. It got erased.

When Peg pushed for an explanation, Manny said there was something wrong with the answering machine. Finally, Peg figured it out: On their answering machine the button you pushed to erase one message was the same button you pushed to erase them all. If you wanted to erase the message you were listening to, you tapped the button briefly. To wipe out all the messages, you held the button down. So Manny had held the button too long, intending to erase another message, and inadvertently wiped out the one that held the travel agent’s number.

Now Peg was no longer annoyed. She was furious—not because Manny didn’t leave a message for the travel agent but because he insisted on explaining what happened in a way that avoided saying he had done anything wrong, which made his explanations roundabout and mystifying, as if he were throwing up clouds of smoke to confuse her. Peg ended up really angry, and Manny ended up really defensive, feeling unjustly attacked.

This argument had a happy ending. The next morning Peg apologized for overreacting and Manny apologized for “digging in my heels.” He offered to make the call, and she said that was okay, she would make it, which she did. Yet this argument provides a road map to the pathways by which small annoyances can mushroom into arguments. Manny felt he was being accused of something so minor that if he admitted fault it would be like pleading guilty to a felony when he had committed only a misdemeanor.

For her part, Peg was annoyed by Manny’s oversight but infuriated by his excuses. The sheer number of excuses—he didn’t have time, he hadn’t heard the message, the number had gotten erased—only reinforced her impression that he was grasping at straws to avoid saying he had goofed. The last straw he grabbed—last straw for her, that is—was blaming the machine for his mistake.

Peg felt Manny was going to absurd lengths to avoid admitting fault; he felt she was going to absurd lengths to pin blame on him. And here’s where the control-connection grid comes in: Making excuses, from Peg’s point of view, is distancing, because it shows Manny as more focused on saving face for himself than on making amends. Insisting that he admit fault, from Manny’s point of view, is trying to control him, and to put him in a one-down position.

Either of them could have headed off the fight: Manny could have ended the argument by admitting some responsibility, no matter how small. And Peg could have ended it by giving up her insistence that he admit fault. With both intensifying their determination and neither willing to back off, they ended in an argument about arguing.

FIGHTING TO GET CLOSE 

One more aspect of verbal fighting is like an overlay enveloping every argument: how the speakers feel about arguing.

“Family is fighting,” an Israeli man said to me, and many would agree. But many—including his American wife, who was sitting right beside him—would not. “We’ve been together more than twenty-five years,” she said. “He still feels something is missing because I won’t fight.” For some, arguing means there is something wrong with the relationship. But for others, arguing means you are involved, and the end of anger means the end of involvement.

In other words, the fact of fighting can send very different metamessages to different people. When Sarah finds herself arguing with Roy, she is quickly overcome with despair: “Here I am arguing with my husband,” she feels. “We have a terrible relationship, and I’m stuck in it and can’t escape.” Roy is genuinely baffled by her response: “All couples argue at some time,” he tells her. “It’s just human.” Imagine if Roy not only tolerated arguments but actively sought them.

A Japanese woman married to a Frenchman cried her way through their first two years together because she kept finding herself in the middle of arguments. Everything in her upbringing had taught her that arguing is destructive, to be avoided at all costs. But he had learned, growing up, the opposite lesson: that being able to engage in spirited disagreement is a sign of a good relationship. It’s evidence of mutual interest and mutual respect for each other’s intelligence. He kept trying to instigate arguments, which she found so upsetting that she did her best to agree and be conciliatory. This only led him to become more adamant or seek another topic to argue about. Finally, she lost her self-control and began to yell back. Rather than being angry, he was overjoyed. “Now I feel really close to you,” he said.

Like this Frenchman, many people place positive value on fighting. Others, like his wife, would be happier if they could avoid fighting at all. One way or the other, living together as a family—or being in a family, whether or not you live together—means there will be conflicts of interest, varying desires, and clashing styles that will cause arguments at some point.

FIGHTING FAIR 

In discussing the examples in this chapter, I have tried to show how some of the ways that people argue get them off track, preventing rather than providing resolutions to the differences that sparked the conflict. Here are the principles that emerge from the examples.

First, all family members should understand what arguing means to them and to everyone else: Are its metamessages comforting or frightening? As a result, do they seek or avoid arguments? Both approaches carry risks. Those who seek arguments can cause unnecessary anguish to those who wish to avoid them at all costs. And those who will do anything to avoid arguments may allow dissatisfactions to fester that could be resolved if they were brought out into the open, even at the cost of arguments.

When a remark seems like a power maneuver—an attempt to control you or put you down—consider that it might also be a connection maneuver. Seeing it that way may make it easier to figure out why others speak (or act) in ways that seem unreasonable, and how their concerns could be addressed.

Ignore sidetracks; stick to the main road. It’s easy to seize on an arguable point and run with that, even if you know it’s not the main point. Resist the temptation. Let small points go; stay focused on what’s really at issue.

Don’t play Socrates. Don’t try to lure others into traps by insisting they answer questions or concede points that you think will get them to admit they were wrong and you were right. No one wants to walk down a path blindfolded. Be explicit about the end point you are heading for.

Don’t sling insults; don’t resort to name-calling. These tactics raise the heat without shedding light.

Avoid sarcasm. It’s the tone that’s insulting, and this metamessage tends to overshadow the message of your words. Sarcasm generally provokes anger and matching—or escalating—insults. It does not inspire a sincere response to the message your comment conveys.

Don’t exaggerate or describe absurd scenarios to dramatize a point. Both are more likely to make the other person angry than to make your point. Exaggerations or absurdities also provide tempting decoys to argue against, sidetracking the conversation from the real issue.

Treasure apologies. Use them if you can. But don’t get so wedded to demanding an apology that the demand becomes a battering ram.

Metacommunicate. Avoid getting bogged down in pointless squabbling about the message if it’s the metamessage that’s really the point.

All these strategies will be impossible to enforce when you’re angry. But expressing anger may be necessary at times. It lets others know how much you care about what you are saying, how deeply their actions or words affect you.

Finding solutions to problems is often easier if you are making an argument rather than having one. Making an argument means putting ideas together in a logical way to persuade someone of your point of view. Having an argument entails all the confusions that the examples in this chapter showed. When you are having an argument, you are not trying to understand what the other person is saying. You just want to win the argument. You listen like a cat peering inside a mouse hole—not to understand mouse behavior but just waiting for something to pop out that you can pounce on. When you are having an argument, the chances of really working things out go way down.

Once each person knows how strongly the other feels about an issue, it is sometimes useful to put the argument aside until you’re calmer. At that time you might also metacommunicate about ways of arguing. There may be a particular aspect of your style—such as sarcasm, or demanding an apology, or denying the obvious to escape blame—that especially sets off others in your family. Knowing this, you might try to avoid or temper those tactics next time around.

There are few families that avoid fights altogether, in part because of the interplay of connection and control. Anything you say can set off alarms by giving the impression that you’re telling the others what to do—controlling their actions. At the same time, along the other continuum, anything you say can give the impression that you don’t care enough—a failure of love.

Fighting is often preferable to ignoring real differences and dissatisfactions. It can also make opponents feel closer: Being locked in battle is a powerful kind of involvement. And sometimes the emotions stirred up by anger can be converted into affection. (Think of the stock scene in movies where a couple begin by play-fighting then end up kissing, as their harmless blows are gradually reframed as gestures of affection.)

Understanding how ways of speaking place you on the connection-control grid can help sort out confused or conflicting reactions to chance comments or lengthy arguments. There’s power in realizing that the same words can be interpreted differently if looked at both from the perspective of the connection continuum (where does it place you with respect to closeness versus distance?) and from the perspective of the control continuum (where does it place you in terms of relative hierarchy or equality?).

Insight into the forces that drive our arguments—as well as caution in using the verbal tactics that fly into our mouths when we’re angry—can help prevent small sparks of disagreement from bursting into major conflagrations. With this insight and this restraint, we can better manage even the major conflicts that every family grapples with at one time or another.
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