

[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Acknowledgements

Foreword

Introduction

 


CHAPTER 1 - The Stuff You Have to Understand for the Rest of This Book to Make Sense

Love in Today’s Social Context

The Natural Therapeutic Value of Relationships

The Cruel Legacy of Unconditional Love

The Balancing Act in All Relationships

Whose Fault Is It Anyway?

Confronting Yourself

Putting the Information to Work

 


CHAPTER 2 - Shattering Romantic Myths

MYTH I:

MYTH 2:

MYTH 3:

MYTH 4:

MYTH 5:

MYTH 6:

MYTH 7:

MYTH 8:

MYTH 9:

MYTH 10:

 


CHAPTER 3 - Seven Deadly Expectations in Relationships

Unconditional Love

Unreasonable Expectations

 


CHAPTER 4 - Destructive Communication: Some Straight Talk

1  -  Needing to Be Right

2  -  Unfinished Business

3  -  Tit-for-Tat

4  - Mind Reading

5  -  The Crimes of Love

6  -  The Emperor Has No Clothes

7  -  Psychological Warfare

 


CHAPTER 5 - Guidelines for Healthy Communication

Make Statements Rather Than Ask Questions

Deliver Your Message to the Proper Person

Deliver the Whole Message

Listen with Both Your Eyes and Your Ears

Speak in the First and Second Person

Discuss Specific Issues

Check Out Your Understanding

Communicate as an Ally in a Positive Way

 


CHAPTER 6 - Understanding and Strengthening the Emotional Climate of Your Relationship

Setting and Respecting Appropriate Boundaries

Staying Solution-Focused When You Encounter a Problem

Respect and Appreciate Individual Differences, and That Doesn’t Mean Paying Lip  ...

Encourage Each Other to Live Life from a Foundation of Personal Authenticity

 


CHAPTER 7 - Adjustments at Close Range: Seven Surefire Ways to Solve Problems

STEP 1:

STEP 2:

STEP 3:

STEP 4:

STEP 5:

STEP 6:

STEP 7:

 


CHAPTER 8 - Dealing with a Reluctant Mate

How to Approach a Reluctant Partner

Blaming Your Partner

A More Direct Approach

Psychological Barriers

Some Final Thoughts About Relationship Matters

 


APPENDIX - Relationship Troubleshooting Guide

APPENDIX - Cure Cards: Therapeutic Aids to Help You Communicate

About Dr. Berger



[image: 001]




The information in this book is not intended to replace counseling by a mental health professional. If the reader is experiencing troubling relationship issues, he or she should seek the advice of a mental health professional.




Cataloging-in-Publication information is available  
through the Library of Congress.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©2006 Allen Berger

ISBN 0-7573-0397-8
eISBN : 	29-4-000-01818-1

 

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher.

 

HCI, its Logos and Marks are trademarks of Health Communications, Inc.

 

Publisher: Health Communications, Inc. 
3201 S.W. 15th Street 
Deerfield Beach, FL 33442-8190

 

Cover photo ©Joe Kingleigh/Getty Images  
Cover and inside book design by Lawna Patterson Oldfield




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First and foremost, I want to thank my immediate family and close friends who have stood by through thick and thin. Namely, Dymph, Danielle, Nicolas, Roger Andes, thin. Namely, Dymph, Danielle, Nicolas, Roger Andes, Russ Skoller and Damina Schiller. Your love and support are appreciated beyond words.

I also want to acknowledge how much I am indebted to my two mentors, Walter Kempler, M.D., and William C. Rader, M.D., for their personal and professional contributions to my career. You have taught me well and I love and respect you both.

Thanks to you, too, Jess. Your ongoing support is deeply appreciated.

Mary Palmer, your initial work helped this manuscript move beyond a dream to a reality.

To all my patients, I want to thank you for giving me the privilege of helping you in your troubled times.

And finally I want to thank Allison Janse and all of the staff at HCI. Your guidance, professionalism and support have been instrumental in creating a work that I am proud of: Thank you from the bottom of my heart.




FOREWORD

For young people in the Western world, life as a couple has to be reinvented. Although you might have positive memories from the family you grew up in, there is tive memories from the family you grew up in, there is little room for nostalgia. The basic values of a relationship between women and men have evolved in our society and will never be the same again. This doesn’t mean that our parents and grandparents were “wrong”; merely that now is a different time.

As the author of this book points out, “Love is not enough!” The fact that I love my wife and at times experience this love in every fiber of my body and every aspect of my soul is wonderful for me—yet it does not give her anything per se. Our mutual love is certainly the basis of our relationship, but it does not create it. The creation takes place when we both succeed in transforming our loving emotions into loving behavior—behavior that the other person actually experiences as loving. How we do this without compromising our own integrity is the big question.

Dr. Berger’s book clearly reveals that our work as family therapists has generated a body of important knowledge and  experience, which generally has proven helpful for people trying to make it work beyond the first few years when hormones rule.

Love is the basis, but commitment the stone, from which the foundation of a family is built. There are many people out there who fall in love, but if they want to mature, they have to be willing to struggle in the context of a commitment. This personal choice and desire forms the foundation of their commitment.

Since there are no such things as perfect societies or perfect families, we all grow up tainted and twisted, and we all develop behavioral patterns which do not serve our best interest as individuals or as partners. These self-destructive traits inevitably become harmful to the people we love and who depend on us. Because we love them, their pain will challenge our behavior and force us to change or leave. Part of the commitment to another person is the willingness to look inside and learn about the sometimes subtle difference between who we really are and the patterns that we so ingeniously created as we grew up in order to cooperate with our parents. And this—precisely this—is only possible within the emotional framework of a committed, love-based relationship.

In this important book, Dr. Berger, drawing on his decades of experience as a family therapist, demonstrates over and over how conflicts and crises can lead to personal growth and increased psychological health. Dr. Berger’s book will be equally valuable to new and experienced couples. I must warn you that some of his information will make you uncomfortable, because it makes you question your own current behavior. While not easy to do, I encourage you to take this journey with an open mind and heart. If you do, I am certain you will  find several important concepts that will help you in the challenging and rewarding journey of forging a loving and meaningful partnership.

 

Jesper Juul, acclaimed international family therapist and author of Your Competent Child




INTRODUCTION

Human relationships always help us to carry on because they always presuppose further developments, a future—and also because we live as if our only task was precisely to have relationships with other people.

—ALBERT CAMUS (1943)

 

Love is irrelevant in making a relationship work! It is not what keeps two people together. No amount of tender feelings or grand passion will guarantee a successful, long-term relationship.

We have glorified the role of love in relationships. We have been duped by song lyrics, happily-ever-after movies and greeting card verses that portray love as the essential ingredient for two people staying together. This idea has no basis in reality. In fact, most of the romantic notions of Western civilization destroy marriages and split couples.

We’ve all grown up with romantic ideals that are based on grossly misleading expectations and childlike myths. Yet we tenaciously hold on to these old ideas until it is too late. We often  end up destroying what was once our most cherished possession. No one is immune. We are cursed with unreasonable expectations and myths. Our ideas of love are based on romantic anachronisms: idealized and outdated ideas about love that poison chances for strong and successful relationships.

Believe me, my clients do not like hearing that love is not the cure-all for ailing relationships. People argue with me when I tell them that love is not the answer to a couple’s problems. Sometimes they yell. Other times they cry. I tell them they’ve built their lives on a falsehood. Such information is both powerful and upsetting. Most of us have lived our lives on the assumption that love brings success, harmony and understanding. Nothing could be further from the truth. The truth is that as a person becomes more important to you, it becomes more difficult to hold on to yourself in a relationship. Relationships are the sources of many kinds of trouble.

Before you hurl this book across the room and label me the Scrooge of the counseling profession, let me promise you that I do believe love is great. All human beings live to love and love to live. But it takes much more than love to build a good relationship.

When we first fall in love, we cherish the new relationship with our partner above everything else in our lives. Unfortunately, for most of us, this wonderful experience is short-lived. All too soon, we are faced with the practical challenges of making a relationship work.

Why can’t we sustain this beautiful feeling throughout the entire life of the relationship? Is it nature’s way of seducing us into reproducing? Is it really foolish to think that we can have a healthy, loving relationship, day in and day out?

If it is foolish, then I am proud to say that I am the greatest fool who ever lived. I believe that it is possible to create a healthy relationship that not only survives the daily drudgeries but thrives on the challenges that naturally flow from life in a long-term, committed relationship. I believe, with the proper skills and perspectives, couples can build relationships that sweeten their lives and enrich their souls.

Yet most of us have no idea of the skills and personal abilities necessary to form healthy relationships. We believe loving someone is enough, and the rest just happens naturally. This is an example of the ridiculous assumptions we’ve all been reared on.

How do we explain the thousands of failed relationships around us? Is it a lack of love? Is it the wrong kind of love? Falling out of love? These explanations are too simplistic. Love is great, but love is never enough to make a relationship work.

Healthy relationship skills are rarely modeled by parents and are not taught in high school or colleges. Television dramas create an unrealistic impression of how to struggle with conflict. We see problems resolved without much effort and little personal disclosure or vulnerability. In fact, any forms of healthy relationship skills are rarely modeled in our culture.

Who is to blame for a deficit that produces so much pain and suffering? Everyone and no one are to blame. Our parents communicated to us the best information available to them, and their parents did the same. But no one has all the answers, so the lesson is always incomplete. People can only pass on what they themselves have learned, and it’s never enough.

This book is designed to supplement the information handed down to you. You will develop a basic understanding of how a healthy relationship functions, acquire new skills for interacting  with your partner and, hopefully, gain a more mature and adult perspective on what it takes to make a relationship work.

Notice the emphasis is on skills and perspectives. No one can tell you what you need in a relationship. A good partnership is unique to each couple. A healthy relationship is never based on some ideal of what a relationship “should be like.” A healthy relationship is created by how two people live together. It is the fruits of the labor of their love.

The purpose of this book is to empower you to become an expert in your particular relationship. In the chapters that follow, I will give you some basic information about the forces at work in every relationship. I will expose some major misconceptions of romantic love, challenge your expectations about relationships, and offer some guidelines to enhance your relationship and, if necessary, tell you how to encourage a reluctant spouse to join you in therapy. But no one can tell you what you need in a relationship. That is up to you.

In order to provide you with some idea of my qualifications I offer you the following. First, I am writing as a man who has been married twice. The concepts and suggestions in this book are ones that I myself have experimented with and found valuable. I am a true believer in sharing what I learned through the pain and personal struggles I have experienced in my relationships.

Second, I am writing to you as a psychologist. I have synthesized in this book the information I have gained during my education and training. I was fortunate enough to work with Walter Kempler, M.D., a pioneer in the field of family therapy, and I will share many of the insights gained from my training.

And last, but just as important, I will pass on the understanding I have gleaned from over thirty years of clinical experience  with thousands of men and women who were struggling to create more mutually satisfying relationships.

Let me add one caveat before we begin. Don’t swallow whole the information in this or any other book simply because it is written by a “professional.” I’d much rather see you taste it and chew it up well before swallowing. If you’re still not sure it’s for you, experiment with the concepts. Your own experiences will tell you whether or not these suggestions may be useful tools in your life. Remember, there is no such thing as a failed experiment. All experiences, regardless of their outcomes, provide important information.




CHAPTER 1

The Stuff You Have to Understand for the Rest of This Book to Make Sense

Long-term commitment to an intimate relationship with one person of whatever sex is an essential need that people have in order to breed the qualities out of which nurturant thought can rise.

—GERDA LERNER (1981)




Love in Today’s Social Context 

Pat and Jane are in their mid-thirties. Jane worked during the first part of their relationship and supported the family while Pat attended law school. After Pat graduated and passed the bar exam, they started expanding their family and today enjoy two beautiful children. For the past  several years, Pat has been focusing on building his career, spending long hours at the office, going above and beyond the call of duty, to impress the partners of the firm. Jane’s new job is raising her two children and managing their recently purchased home. This shift in their individual roles was not easy. Pat has been having trouble connecting to his wife after a full day’s work; he’s often exhausted and doesn’t know how to get close to her. He helps her out because she seems so tired and drained by caring for their two young children throughout the day. But something is missing; he is helpful, but disconnected from the woman he loves. He suffers in silence, as do most men. He never developed the ability to tell his wife what he wants; his personal language is poorly developed because in his family of origin his father focused on being a provider rather than a participant.

Jane also contributes to their problems. She is unhappy with their connection, but because Pat works so hard she swallows her unfulfilled desires in order to not burden Pat. She tries to remain loyal to her love for Pat, but she never learned that mature love means to having loyalty to herself too. So she remains silent. They are both suffering from a lack of intimacy. In Jane’s family of origin, she learned to please others at her own expense as a way of expressing love. A deadly combination for this young couple, wouldn’t you agree? The good news is that they have reached out for help. They want more than just a marriage in name only; they want a passionate, loving connection. They are not alone.

Today the forces that join two people are extremely complex, but love has emerged as the central concern for the first time in the history of Western civilization. What does this mean to you and me in the twenty-first century?

I believe we are in the midst of a dramatic social change. We are moving toward a more personal and authentic consciousness. Self-help books now fill a whole section at the bookstore. Reality TV dominates much of the programming on television as we watch people from all walks from life struggle with their personal lives. We watch to see how they get along with friends, lovers, husbands and wives and to witness how they face real, practical issues and difficulties. Our willingness to study human interactions resulted in the Civil Rights movement, the women’s movement and the men’s movement—and it continues today.

Our increased life spans present special stresses to our relationships. Because of advances in medical science, we are faced with learning how to love a person for a longer period of time. Today a couple’s marriage may last two decades more than their parents’. The challenge becomes how to stay connected and passionate for the entire course of the marriage.

What all this means is that love no longer exists merely as a courtship ritual that withers after the first year of marriage. An altogether different sort of love is emerging: a love that is based on individuality and integrity, rather than on social dictates or emotional dependency. Erich Fromm anticipated the character of this type of love when he stated that, “Mature love is union with the preservation of integrity.” This is the type of love we need to embrace in the twenty-first century.

I’m certain that the romantics reading this book are jumping for joy. However, this notion of love is not an idealized love. It is a love that springs from striving to create a mutually satisfying relationship. It is not solely created by chemistry. It is created by learning how to hold on to yourself and stay connected to your partner. It is a love grounded in developing an understanding  forged from the conflict that eventually reveals the higher purpose that brought you and your partner together. It is a love created by learning how to live together with integrity and respect. It is a love that is strengthened by struggling with your partner in a way that requires authenticity.




 The Natural Therapeutic Value of Relationships 

Sigmund Freud’s seminal work in psychology has had a tremendous impact on how we understand ourselves and our behavior. I don’t want to burden you with textbook details, but there are a couple of important insights that directly affect our understanding of what happens in relationships. Let me give you an example.

Imagine a little girl abandoned by her alcoholic father, not because he wasn’t physically present, but because he was often too drunk to interact in a meaningful way with any members of the family. At sixteen she runs away and marries her boyfriend. In the course of their marriage, he begins drinking. She can’t believe the love of her life is doing the same thing to her that her father did. She gets angry and attacks him about his drinking, which further drives him away.

Why does a woman who was abandoned by her father as a child grow up and marry a man who abandons her? Why does a man divorce a cold, critical woman only to marry someone who is her psychological twin? According to Freud, all of our behavior has a psychological cause, but often the cause is hidden within our unconscious.

Freud believed that the psyche develops out of the resolution of conflict. If conflict resolution is successful, at whatever particular stage of psychological development, then we move on to the next stage with few or no residual problems. However, sometimes we get stuck at a particular stage of development that destines us to apply the same solution over and over again, whether it works or not. It’s like the needle of a phonograph stuck in the groove of a record.

Go back to the example of the abandoned woman. Let’s imagine her husband dies in an industrial accident. She is free! There is a second courtship and the woman remarries. Six months later her new husband begins acting very similarly to her first husband. According to Freud, this woman will be stuck in this painful cycle of emotional neglect all her life.

I am much more optimistic than Freud! I believe, as do many humanistic and existential psychologists, that our mate selection has an underlying positive intention. I see an inherent wisdom to our behavior that we often overlook or discount. I am convinced all our behavior is a natural extension of an inner urge to grow up and move toward greater emotional and spiritual maturity.

Therefore, we choose a partner who will stir us to change in necessary ways. Carl Whitaker, M.D., and Augustus Napier, Ph.D., call this the “wisdom of the unconscious.” Here’s what this means. We select a partner who is going to cause us the “right kind of trouble.” We pick someone who, by his or her very nature, will furnish us with an opportunity to master the as-yet unaltered, to encourage us to give a voice to the as-yet unspeakable, to insist that we take another step forward in the endless pursuit of personal development and personal integrity.

This is the natural therapeutic value of a relationship. It is as if our partners are angels, heaven-sent, to inspire us toward maturity and integrity (wholeness). Their help usually comes from the most unexpected directions and in the most unexpected ways. Typically, growth comes from the pain and frustration they help create in the relationship.

In the example of the woman who feels abandoned, her husband’s behavior is bringing her emotional and spiritual wound to the foreground of her life. She now has the opportunity to face her pain and begin what will be a lifetime endeavor of healing this pain and learning to hold on to her self regardless of her husband’s behavior. She will eventually realize that she learned how to abandon herself a long time ago. And eventually she will learn how to take care of herself—the next step in her personal development.

Sadly, for most couples, the therapeutic value of a relationship is more of an idea in a psychologist’s book than a reality. Why does this happen? There are two reasons: Either we do not respect and acknowledge the depth of wisdom that operates within us, and/or we lack the skills that would help us realize the inherent worth of our relationships. Thus, the original good judgment and potential that joined us with our partner are rarely realized. We lose sight of the bigger picture and become confused, frustrated, disheartened, angry, sad or hopeless. The relationship deteriorates; we distance ourselves from our partners; and we sometimes divorce or just give up and remain in an unfulfilling relationship.

Losing sight of the relationship’s purpose is one of the most common causes of divorce. Many people get divorced because they no longer see the value of their relationship and their love dies.

Recognizing that there is unrealized value in your relationship may provide you a vision worthy of facing and struggling with your circumstances. When you integrate this broader horizon into your understanding, suffering becomes more tolerable because it is seen as necessary to help you take the next step on your personal journey. Emotional pain does not have to be a permanent condition.

Understanding the personal significance of your pain can enable you to face hardships and discover important and critical information from your experience. I hope you can keep this in mind whenever you are struggling with difficulties in your relationship.

When we accept and digest the challenges we have created in our lives and relationships, we become more complete and move closer to becoming whole, becoming the best we can be.

When we are on the “right path,” we will thrive and our relationships will flourish. A healthy relationship is like a timely serving of soul food. It feeds our spiritual hunger. Eaten and digested properly, our souls will sing with ecstasy and inspiration. Sex becomes electric, encounters enriching, dialogue meaningful. When we approach our relationships from this perspective, negative emotions offer opportunities for intimacy.




 The Cruel Legacy of Unconditional Love 

When I speak of the therapeutic value of relationships, I am not describing a process in which partners gradually shed their humanness to become haloed saints fit only to hobnob with seraphim and cherubim among clouds of unconditional love. In  fact, I believe that the term “unconditional love” has further complicated the issues involved in establishing and maintaining a mature and healthy relationship.

The notion that we can love a partner unconditionally, without regard to anything our partner says or does, would require us to completely deny our humanity. Because the “unconditional love” movement has taught us we are “selfish” unless we suppress our needs and expectations in order to perfectly love our partner, many of us go through life feeling stuck between a rock and a hard place. We continue to have expectations of our partners even though we’ve been taught expectations are wrong. We keep on getting angry and disappointed although we’re told anger is “negative.” We struggle with the “I” that keeps popping up in our relationships.

I do not believe any relationship is healthy in which self-sacrifice is a major requirement, and self-sacrifice is a requirement for unconditional love. I will be discussing this further in Chapter Two. The important thing to remember right now is that there must be room for both partners in a mutually satisfying relationship.

The vision I have for a healthy relationship is similar to that expressed by the British psychiatrist Anthony Storr when he described the ideal marriage. He stated, “A happy marriage perhaps represents the ideal of human relationship—a setting in which each partner, while acknowledging the need of the other, feels free to be what he or she by nature is: a relationship in which instinct as well as intellect can find expression; in which giving and taking are equal; in which each accepts the other, and I confronts Thou.” This ideal is a great goal to strive for, but I don’t want you to be fooled into thinking that this kind of  emotional climate is easy to create. It’s not. But there is great value in striving for such a wonderful and authentic union.




 The Balancing Act in All Relationships 

The confrontation of “I and Thou” (me and you) in a relationship requires the ability to balance two issues that naturally arise in the course of life: (1) the desire to join, cooperate with and please your partner, and (2) the pursuit of your own individuality. Both of these forces are deeply rooted in our lives. Let’s take a look at these in more detail.

Cooperation and the desire to please are essential to survival. Our desire to cooperate and please is first manifested in an infant’s relationship with its mother. The mother’s breasts fill with milk for the baby, and the infant’s feeding relieves the pressure in the mother’s chest. Mother and child are cooperating and ensuring the immediate survival of the child, as well as creating the deep attachment necessary for parents to withstand all of the frustrations that inevitably occur over eighteen to twenty-one years. Who hasn’t fallen in love with a newborn’s innocent smile?

Cooperation is a prerequisite for successful social adaptation as an adult. We are social animals. The individual who is unable to cooperate is typically considered an outcast and often lives on the fringes of society. Some anthropologists have argued that the complex social interactions between human beings fueled the evolutionary engine that eventually created language and the human brain, making cooperation possible.

However, cooperation alone does not assure personal success. The second major force in our lives is the pursuit of our  individuality. There is an intrinsic motivation to become all you can be. We desire to follow our own paths, assert our needs and wants, master problems, find solutions, and discover our purpose in life.

When we balance these two forces, we are functioning with integrity. Integrity, as it is used throughout this book, is concerned with wholeness and maturity. People who function with integrity honor what is important to them at any particular moment. They do not lose themselves to social customs or peer pressure, nor do they dismiss the social demands or rules of a situation. People with integrity consider all of this information and integrate these considerations into their responses.

This awareness facilitates the integration of our individuality and our desire to please. As you can see, integrity involves self-concern, but don’t mistake self-concern with selfishness. Selfishness has nothing to do with the self-concern that is necessary to balance these two forces.

The pursuit of integrity is always at work in our lives. We seek information. We desire to learn. In fact, we create situations in our lives that provide us with opportunities to learn. We are constantly struggling with our desire to please and our desire to follow our own directives, and this struggle will always be most evident in important relationships.

While our desire to maintain our integrity is always present, unfortunately it is not always honored. Either we honor our desire to please at the expense of our individuality or we honor our self at the expense of our desire to cooperate. In either case, we lose our integrity and therefore limit our relationships and fail to realize our potential as people.

Integrity also has a quality to it that moves us toward closure  or resolution. If something is incomplete, we want to bring it to closure. The nature of integrity spurs us toward wholeness. Let’s see how these forces manifest themselves in our primary relationships.

In a primary relationship, you cocreate an atmosphere that determines how you, as a couple, balance your competing needs for cooperation and individuality. What is said between you and your partner, and what is not said, creates invisible rules that govern the interactions, the level of intimacy and the dynamics of your relationship. These rules create a social structure for your relationship that encourages or discourages integrity. How you respond to your partner’s desire to please, how you respond to your partner’s individuality, how you encourage your partner to have his or her voice and how you balance these two forces in your life are some of the ways you create the social structure that governs your relationship.

Unfortunately, couples often create an atmosphere that undermines the healthy management of the drive for cooperation and the drive for individuality. When a relationship is imbalanced or skewed, it seems that one party in the relationship falls out of bed on one side, while the other partner falls out on the other.

For example, Russ and Cathy came into their first counseling session with me with a common complaint. Cathy said up front, “I am the giver and my partner is the taker.” Russ countered, “I don’t ask you to fuss over me. Sometimes I feel like I’m married to my mother.” Clearly, Cathy was trying to please and cooperate to the point of losing sight of her self in the marriage and she was quite resentful. On the other hand, Russ was quite willing to accept her sacrifice.

Typically a person adopts one side of these two forces as a  basic solution to life. You either become a people-pleaser or self-centered. If you are a people-pleaser, you move toward your partner and try to become whatever you think he or she wants you to be. You determine how you are going to behave based on your perception of what your partner wants. You lack an inner compass that points the way; your direction is determined by your partner’s needs.

Conversely, if you are self-centered, you fear losing yourself and so avoid or minimize intimacy. Your self-centeredness obstructs your capacity to have empathy and therefore you are out of touch with your partner’s needs or desires. The truth is that you are as emotionally dependent as the people-pleaser. Your partner is too important because you do not know how to hold on to yourself and stay connected.

In a successful relationship, we please our mate without compromising our own individuality; we strive to maintain our integrity. We learn to honor our desires and yet respond to our partner’s needs and desires. We respond as allies to our partners, without losing sight of what is important to us, and then we work together to discover a solution to our unique problems while also guarding against our partner’s submission or false compliance.

In order for a relationship to be based on who each person is, rather than on an ideal of what a relationship should be like, we need to hold on to ourselves and inform our mates how to be our partners, to let them know what we need. And at the same time we must encourage our partner to reveal his or her needs to us, too.

As the saying goes, “You can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometimes, you just might find you get what you need.” It is impossible to tell your partner what is important to  you if you don’t understand what is important to yourself. The more self-knowledge you have, the better partner you can be.  Therefore, an important aspect of becoming a good partner is confronting yourself and understanding what you want, and then being able to communicate your desires to your partner. I’ll discuss this more later.

Let’s now turn our attention to disappointment and failure and how they are addressed in your relationship.




 Whose Fault Is It Anyway? 

Blame is rampant in relationships today as couples search for explanations of their ongoing failures to make their relationship or marriage work. Blaming each other, our parents or their parents is futile. Rarely will it lead you to a place where you can heal a wound or truly learn how to be a better partner. Here is why.

Blame is based on linear thinking. The logic goes something like this: A causes B, so therefore we must do something about A if we want to change the outcome. This way of thinking permeates our lives. Our society and culture are based on this type of an approach to life. Family therapists have challenged this assumption over the past fifty years, and the results have revolutionized psychotherapy.

There has been a shift in our thinking that is extremely helpful in relationships. I will refer to this as “systems thinking.” It is based on the idea that you are jointly creating the social reality of your relationship. Neither of you is to blame, and yet both of you are at fault. There are no victims, only volunteers.

As you will see throughout this book, I am strongly committed  to this idea. I believe it is an incredibly powerful idea because it frees you from being a victim. It empowers you. You influence your situation whether or not you realize it. If I am right about this, it means you can have a greater impact on a situation than you may have ever believed. It also means that your partner doesn’t have to change for you to change your relationship; once you begin to change, the relationship will change. It has to. Once you change what you are doing in your relationship, the pattern of interaction between you and your partner will be different.




 Confronting Yourself 

We live in a painphobic culture. We hate pain, especially psychological pain. We avoid facing our anxieties, shortcomings and limitations. We have difficulty being rigorously honest with ourselves and therefore turn away from important personal realities. We have selective inattention and try to avoid seeing things about ourselves, our families of origin or our current relationships that need serious attention. I have said to many of my patients, “You can pay me now or pay me later!” It is a basic principle of our human makeup that brings unresolved issues back into the foreground of our consciousness time and time again until they are addressed and resolved. Essentially, you can run, but you can never hide.

Finding the courage to face yourself is the most important thing you can do for your relationship. The more you understand yourself and where you have difficulty holding on to yourself, the better you will be able to: [image: 003] identify where you are not functioning with integrity;
[image: 003] become aware of how you are letting your anxieties and shortcomings drive or immobilize you;
[image: 003] see how you fail to soothe yourself when you are upset or anxious;
[image: 003] address your emotional dependency and how it impacts your relationship;
[image: 003] face personal issues that interfere with your becoming the kind of partner and person you want to be; and finally,
[image: 003] focus your time and energy on becoming a better partner.






 Putting the Information to Work 

Truly knowing yourself and confronting your personal issues is an important step in improving your relationship. But insight without action is merely an intellectual exercise and not the beginning of a real, deep, personal transformation. The key word to remember is “integration.” What you learn needs to become integrated into your life. It needs to be applied to how you treat and interact with yourself and your partner.

Learning about yourself and understanding your personal issues will allow you to identify the personal baggage you have dragged into your relationship. It will help you identify what you need to change to become the partner you want to be.

To help you confront yourself, in the next three chapters I have identified some of the romantic myths, unreasonable expectations and destructive communication patterns prevalent  in our lives today. Be honest with yourself and stop running away from your issues. It’s your only chance to turn things around in your life.

Now let’s jump into the water and have some fun. Grab a brand new highlighter and a pen (in case you want to mark up a section that is particularly relevant to your life or make some notes), and prepare to be as honest with yourself as possible. In the next chapter we begin exposing common myths about relationships.




CHAPTER 2

Shattering Romantic Myths

Myths which are believed in  tend to become true.

—GEORGE ORWELL

 

Myths are beliefs whose truth we accept uncritically. By the time we become adults, we’ve absorbed many beliefs about romantic relationships both from our culture and our personal experiences. However, we do not identify these teachings as myths. For us, they’re the truth with a capital “T.” They’ve become a portable reality we carry into every situation we encounter in our life journey.

We’re like exhausted travelers dragging a huge suitcase with no rollers through an endless airport  as we struggle with these myths. Tired as we are, we never think to stop and check the contents. We’ve picked up myths all along the way—some family hand-me-downs, others that we’ve stuffed inside the suitcase ourselves. Whatever the source, once we’ve crammed them into our bag, we don’t examine them critically.

Before exploring new information about the nature of romantic relationships, we must evaluate those myths to determine whether they are true for our lives today. When we discard myths, we are eliminating dangerous ideas that can destroy even very good relationships.

In this chapter, I will discuss ten harmful myths that are common in our society.

1. Love is the solution.
2. If you really loved me, you’d _____________________ _________________________________ (fill in the blank).
3. When you’re in a healthy relationship, you do not argue or fight.
4. If I am in a good relationship, I won’t feel lonely.
5. You must think alike to have a good relationship.
6. There is such a thing as a perfect relationship.
7. A good relationship is based on compromise.
8. We need to work harder at our relationship.
9. Desire equals ability.
10. Till death do us part!
You may find that some of these myths express beliefs you have held. Others may not apply to you. The important task is to look and question. The better you understand yourself and  the body of convictions you hold, the better the relationship you can shape with someone else.




MYTH I: 

 LOVE IS THE SOLUTION.

THE REALITY: Contrary to all our cultural conditioning and expectations, love is irrelevant in solving relationship problems.


There is no question that being in love is a powerful and beautiful human experience. It is also true that love is an essential component of a successful romantic relationship. But love alone can’t fix a couple’s problems any more than love can enable a person to develop the musculature and lung capacity to scale Mount Everest.

In fact, the idea that problems are caused by lack of love is often the source of a couple’s difficulties. Here is a situation that developed when Rick and Shirley came to me to save their nine-year marriage. Rick, a thirty-four-year-old building contractor, was convinced that lack of love was the problem in his marriage with Shirley. In fact, Shirley had told him so one Sunday after he’d come home from sailing with his two boat partners.

Rick told me, “I went all-out on a ‘love’ campaign. I brought her a bunch of lilacs. I took her to the new Greek restaurant she’d wanted to go to. I made her coffee in the morning. And for a while things seemed to be better, but then in a few weeks she was  saying again that I just didn’t love her enough.”

I’ve met many clients who have been frustrated in this way. They attempt to solve problems in the relationship by embarking on an intense crusade of unremitting kindness and consideration—but I’ve never seen this strategy help in the long run.

It’s like taking aspirin for a broken bone. It eases the pain, but the bone still needs to be set. Lack of love usually has nothing to do with difficulty in a relationship. In therapy Rick realized that Shirley wasn’t talking about love, she was talking about respect. Shirley experienced Rick as disrespectful, and she didn’t know how to take care of herself when he treated her this way.

She had an idea that crippled her ability to take care of herself in a relationship. She believed Rick should take care of her because  he loved her. This is one of the greatest myths prevalent in our society today when it comes to intimacy. We have confused emotional dependency with love. In my opinion, Rick was too important to Shirley. She gave him too much authority in her life; he had the power to make her feel good or bad. This emotional dependency leads to an expectation that intimacy and love should be based on reciprocal behavior: “You should treat me the way I want you to in order for me to feel close to you.” Dr. David Schnarch referred to this as “other based intimacy.” This type of intimacy is based on emotional dependency, not love.

Let’s look at how this idea was applied to treating Rick and Shirley. Rick needed to be confronted about his behavior. He was disrespectful, and I didn’t hesitate to discuss my impression with him. Respect is the minimum requirement of love. But Rick’s being disrespectful was compounded by the fact that Shirley didn’t know how to hold on to herself when interacting with Rick.

She didn’t speak up for herself because she believed that Rick shouldn’t act this way if he truly loved her. Her myth about love made her impotent. She lost her voice in the relationship because she was dependent on Rick to take care of her.

Rick seemed to be genuinely unaware that he was cutting Shirley off when she would try to talk with him or, worse yet, tell her there really wasn’t anything to be concerned about when she expressed a particular concern. He was dismissing Shirley’s feelings.

Once Shirley started to hold on to herself and better assert herself, she quit taking his behavior personally and they started to improve their communication. She would challenge Rick whenever she felt disrespected by saying something like, “When you talk to me like that I feel disrespected. I want you to consider my point before you just dismiss my idea.”

A lack of love was no longer the issue for Shirley. Now the issue was keeping her integrity, which she rightly viewed as her responsibility and not Rick’s. Shirley kept her integrity by setting appropriate boundaries with Rick and not tolerating disrespectful behavior.

Solving a problem in a relationship usually involves addressing emotional dependency and how it is affecting solid communication skills, respect, empathy, win/win negotiations, humility and the ability to treat your partner as an ally. Love makes a struggle worthwhile, but it cannot give us the ability to successfully struggle with these issues; learning how to hold on to yourself takes practice.




MYTH 2: 

 IF YOU REALLY LOVED ME, YOU’D _____________________ (FILL IN THE BLANK).

THE REALITY: Love does not govern the behavior of people. In fact, we often save our worst behavior for those we love.


There are two problems with this myth. The first occurs because we are interpreting our partner’s behavior personally, as if the behavior reflects the level of his or her feelings toward us. Do any of the following phrases sound familiar?

 

“If you really loved me, you’d __________ [image: 003] stop being stingy with money.”
[image: 003] be nice to my mother.”
[image: 003] never raise your voice to me.”
[image: 003] get a job.”
[image: 003] clean the hair out of the drain after you shower.”
[image: 003] quit gambling or drinking.”
[image: 003] not have an affair.”



The assumption underlying this myth is that love will make a person behave in a desired manner. This is absolute nonsense.

Over the years I have treated many couples in which one spouse suffered from chemical dependency. Frances was thirty-two years  old when she came in for what she bitterly described as “solo marriage counseling.” She told me her husband, Stan, had a drinking problem and had just been fired for the second time. “He swears he loves me, but he won’t even come for counseling,” Frances said in despair. As far as Frances was concerned, Stan’s failure to deal with his drinking problem was proof that he did not love her.

I told her that Stan’s behavior was entirely normal—for an alcoholic! And that he was right—his drinking truly had nothing to do with whether he loved her. Eventually, Frances did an intervention that involved herself, Stan’s parents and his sister. They shared with Stan their concern about his well-being. They shared with him how much they loved him and how they saw his drinking ruining his life.

Stan responded positively to the intervention, as most alcoholics do, and went to Cumberland Heights, an outstanding treatment center for alcoholism and other drug addictions in Nashville, Tennessee. He has achieved over a year of sobriety.

Today Frances has come to realize that both Stan’s drinking and his recovery are completely separate from his love for her. Her love was an inspiration for Stan to begin recovery, but it had nothing to do with his drinking. He drank because he had a medical disease: he was an alcoholic.

In order to have a healthy relationship, we must stop taking personally everything our partner does. Only then can we truly see our lover as the person he or she is.

The paradox at work here is that once we stop taking things personally, we can get more personal. We will be able to recognize our partners’ struggles with life and the difficulty they are having being a good partner, rather than seeing their  behavior as a reflection of how they feel about us.

The second concern here is that love does not destine a person to act in a desirable manner. Why can such a beautiful feeling be the harbinger of a nightmare? Because our ideas about love are often contaminated by emotional dependency that often started with the lessons we learned about love while we were growing up. These confusions are always lurking below the surface of a romantic relationship. And once the relationship moves past the honeymoon stage, the painful and poignant issues associated with love surface. So instead of love naturally deepening our intimacy, you can, in fact, expect the opposite to happen. As a person becomes more important to you, your ability to hold on to yourself will undergo a greater challenge, a challenge that most of us have difficulty meeting. The more trouble you have holding on to yourself, the more problems you will experience. Because of this dynamic, love can bring out our worst demons. This is why we often treat those we love worse than we do strangers.

Take John, for instance. He was physically and verbally abused as a child. For John, love was confused with abuse. In fact, at some level John didn’t believe someone cared for him unless the person was abusive.

When Suzy married John, she felt that she was the luckiest woman in the world. John was the sweetest man she had ever met. He charmed Suzy with a whirlwind courtship, and six months later they married. It was then the relationship began to deteriorate. John seemed to change. He began acting in a way that provoked very strong feelings of rage in Suzy. He became very passive. He would not communicate with Suzy, and he would frustrate her by forgetting to follow through on his  promises. She had never hit a man before, but she was beginning to fantasize about physically pounding John into the ground.

When they finally showed up in my office, Suzy was furious and almost shaking with rage as she described the decline of their marriage. She felt duped. John was not the man he presented himself to be.

John was also very confused. He was aware of how he had changed, but he had no insight into what caused this sudden change of behavior.

During the course of therapy, John started to explore his emotional dependency and how it made it difficult for him to be the person he wanted to be. The exploration of John’s emotional dependency and the emotional wounds he suffered in his childhood began to shed some light on the difficulty he was having in holding on to himself in this marriage. In the sessions that occurred over the next year, he discussed several episodes he suffered as a child that illustrated the terrible confusion about love. For instance, he recalled one afternoon when, upon coming home from school, his mother was terribly abusive. Earlier that day, his mother had started drinking after a vicious argument with her husband. She must have been fuming all day long. When she entered John’s room, she noticed that John left out some items of clothing on his bed. This usually wasn’t a big deal, but on this day it gave her an excuse to release her frustration on her son. As she whipped him with a thin leather belt, she declared her love for him. She reasoned that he needed to be taught a lesson about being neat and clean because she loved him. His father also criticized him relentlessly under the guise of love. It is no wonder that John never learned to hold on to himself. His desire to please and cooperate with his parents was  constantly frustrated. He survived and cooperated with their expectations by becoming passive. He learned to disappear. This is how he cooperated with his parents—and it also lessened his chance of being beaten or criticized. Whenever he did express his discontent, he was sure to camouflage it.

John frustrated Suzy because as she became more important to him, he had trouble holding on to himself. Instead of discussing his fears and reactions, he disappeared, just as he did as a child.

We do not alter deeply ingrained behaviors because we love or don’t love a person. All of us come to relationships with behaviors that were established before we met our mate. So what can you expect from love in a relationship? Love can create a backdrop that makes change desirable, but love alone is not enough to generate a personal transformation. Change takes a commitment to one’s personal development, something that is all too often ignored in our modern society. Unfortunately, we are not living in a culture that promotes wisdom or encourages us to take a personal journey of self-discovery. It’s your job to instill a personal commitment to growth and development into your life, whether or not your partner does likewise.

John and Suzy struggled through several years to find a better way to be with each other and to treat themselves better. Their efforts paid off and helped them learn how to stay connected and keep sight of their individuality. Suzy no longer wants to pound her husband into the ground.




MYTH 3: 

 WHEN YOU’RE IN A HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP, YOU DO NOT ARGUE OR FIGHT.

THE REALITY: Loving hurts, and good loving hurts a lot!


Serenity is only one aspect of a vital relationship. If you want permanent peace and quiet, take up residence in a cemetery. You won’t find it in a healthy relationship. A healthy relationship is forged from the fires of marital conflict and discord.

The problem is that some people view any form of conflict as negative. Gwen and Gil came to me after four years of marriage. Gwen described the problem as one of communication. “Gil never wants to hear anything bad. As soon as I bring up a problem, he’s like Mount Rushmore. His face turns to granite. He says I’m attacking him.”

Gil countered, “I work hard all day. I want to relax when I get home. That’s not asking too much.”

Gil had come to view any conflict as negative. As a child he heard constant bickering between his parents that resulted in casualties, not resolutions. As a result he developed black-and-white or absolute thinking: arguing is bad; peace is good. Therefore, he reasoned, if he and Gwen avoided fighting, they would have a perfect marriage.

Actually his demands for peace were destroying their marriage. Gwen thought Gil didn’t care what was happening in their  lives, and it’s easy to see how she came to misinterpret his behavior. This idea is often expressed to explain what is wrong with a relationship—when the opposite is true. The most trouble shows up in a relationship when a person is too important to another person.

After several sessions, both Gwen and Gil recognized that the message behind his avoidance was really, “I’m afraid. I don’t know how to deal with what you’re telling me. I want to please you, and I can’t bear the thought that I’m not.”

As Gil learned to say these words to Gwen out loud, their relationship improved enormously. Gwen also looked at how critical she became toward Gil. Needless to say, her criticism was also a part of their problem. Eventually Gil learned to stop defending himself against inaccurate criticisms from Gwen.

As they were able to face each other with these issues, their relationship improved. This type of healthy interaction between partners is what I refer to as “grinding.” The process is tough,  but grinding is naturally therapeutic and will polish the bond between two people to great brilliance.

Through this type of grinding, Gil and Gwen learned much about each other: how to hold on to themselves, and how to meet each other in a better way—a way that would create a mutually satisfying relationship. They also came to view their differences as beneficial, which helped them struggle in a win/win spirit. You’ll read about how to create a win/win relationship later, in chapter 5.




MYTH 4: 

 IF I AM IN A GOOD RELATIONSHIP, I WON’T FEEL LONELY.

THE REALITY: A relationship can only distract you from a sense of loneliness. It does not cure it. The cure for your loneliness will come from developing a better relationship with yourself.


“Lone” means “single or unaccompanied,” but the condition of lone-li-ness does not stem from lack of company. Loneliness springs from the failure of a person’s relationship with him- or herself, and this aching emptiness is one of the most painful emotions we humans experience. Relationships may distract from a sense of loneliness for a time, but they will not cure it.

I met Marilyn and Lyle three and a half years into their relationship. Lyle was on the verge of leaving and had only agreed to come for counseling after Marilyn threatened to cut her wrists. Lyle’s anger at being manipulated glinted throughout his account.

“At first I was flattered that she was so much in love with me,” he said. “She’d call me several times a day, come by my apartment all the time. I knew she was a little insecure, but I loved her and I figured that once we moved in together, she’d recognize that I really did love her. Instead, she got more and more demanding, and now I feel like I’m her prisoner.”

Individuals who believe in the myth that another person can cure their loneliness cannot form successful relationships. At  first, their desire to be with their partner all the time is endearing. The partner feels special and important. As time passes, however, this special feeling turns into resentment and dislike. When the lover senses the beloved pulling away, he becomes fearful and even more demanding, which in turn provokes further withdrawal. Here again, we see the harmful effects of emotional dependence.

Marilyn’s loneliness spawned a dependency on her relationship with Lyle as intense as an addiction to heroin. Because Marilyn had not achieved a healthy relationship with herself, she looked to Lyle to “fix” her, something neither he nor any other lover could do, and when he told her he planned to leave, she became frantic. A dependent partner truly believes he or she cannot live without the other person and clings to the relationship with the desperation of an exhausted swimmer caught in a riptide.

Today Marilyn continues to come for individual therapy to learn how to be “self-supportive.” Lyle has ended their relationship, but it is Marilyn’s hope that one day, when she has a surer sense of self, she will be able to form a successful romantic relationship. But the reality is that there is nothing like being in a relationship to prepare you for that relationship. A relationship prepares you for a relationship like nothing else can.




MYTH 5: 

 YOU MUST THINK ALIKE TO HAVE A GOOD RELATIONSHIP.

THE REALITY: A good relationship is based on accepting differences and finding a value in these differences.


A young newlywed once told me in despair, “We just don’t see eye to eye on anything.”

“What do you disagree about?” I asked.

“Everything,” she cried. “He brushes his teeth with hot water!”

Upheaval over dental hygiene makes us laugh, but in truth most of us believe our loved ones should think and act just like we do in everything—from how we brush our teeth to what we theorize about afterlife. We exert pressure, sometimes subtly, sometimes overtly, on our mates to mirror our own thoughts and feelings.

Incredibly painful conflicts can erupt when partners with different personality styles come together. Melissa and Jerry provide a classic example of marriage between a “feeling”’ woman and a “thinking” man.

During counseling sessions Melissa often accused Jerry of being a coldhearted scientist (he was a computer programmer). In retaliation, Jerry repeatedly referred to Melissa as an “airhead” who refused to base important decisions on facts. In working  with Jerry and Melissa, I focused on helping them understand their different personality styles and that neither way of perceiving the world is “right.” Both orientations, thinking and feeling, have strengths and weaknesses. The important task for them was to accept and value each other’s different approaches.

All too often we perceive the differences between us as threats to our couplehood. If we belittle or condemn our partner’s individual style and attribute bad motives to them, we make matters worse.

No relationship can flourish if there is not enough room for both parties. This means that we must learn to respect differences so each person feels welcome, desirable and valuable.

The dynamic behind this pressure for conformity is once again emotional dependency. Differences between emotionally immature couples are experienced as threats because they illustrate that they are separate from each other. Their belief is that, “If we don’t feel the same way, we can’t be intimate.” The opposite is really true. You cannot experience a deep and profound sense of intimacy unless you are able to hold on to yourself while staying connected to your partner.

Eventually Jerry learned how to value his wife’s concern for how people are feeling. She, on the other hand, learned to accept Jerry’s focus on analyzing data systematically as his personality style, and she stopped taking his behavior personally. This shift in her perception allowed her to hear what Jerry was really saying rather than filtering it through her pain. Their differences became assets rather than liabilities.




MYTH 6: 

 THERE IS SUCH A THING AS A PERFECT RELATIONSHIP.

THE REALITY: We are a nation obsessed with being perfect. There are no perfect relationships. Instead of striving for perfection, we should be striving to have a healthy and genuine relationship.


Recently I attended a party for a couple celebrating their golden wedding anniversary. As I neared the husband and wife in the receiving line, I heard a guest gush, “You’re the perfect couple,” and both the man and woman turned to wink at me. I had treated them in therapy two years previously when they came close to breaking up. Even surrounded by gold and white streamers and plenty of hearts and flowers, they would not pretend their marriage was perfect.

There are no perfect relationships. You are setting yourself up with an unrealistic expectation if you try to have a perfect relationship. A figure skater can score a ten. A student may get a perfect score of 2400 on his SAT. But no one ever achieves perfection in relationships.

Instead of striving to have a perfect relationship, I would love to see couples strive to have more “human” or genuine relations. Now it may sound absurd to you that I would recommend we strive to be more human, but it’s not. Many problems in life are caused by a denial of our humanity. We try to be more than  human. We act as though being ourselves isn’t enough and therefore we have to be more than ourselves—we must be perfect!

We are the only species on this planet that tries to be something we are not. You don’t see an elephant wanting to be a giraffe. They are what they are. But we are driven to be different than we are. When we endeavor to have a perfect relationship, we are courting disaster. Eventually the relationship is going to suffer.

Our striving for perfect romance, perfect security and perfect prestige is motivated by emotional dependency. From this dependency stem demands—demands on our partner to be perfect, to be the way we need them to be in order for us to feel good about ourselves. This pressure—sometimes overt, sometimes covert—creates all sorts of problems in our relationships.

The couple celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary had come for counseling in their forty-eighth year together. Wow. What an incredible statement of their commitment. No one has a perfect partner or a perfect relationship. All marriages are works in process. The point is that if we are willing to grow along these lines, we will become the best partner we can possibly be.




MYTH 7: 

A GOOD RELATIONSHIP IS BASED ON COMPROMISE.

THE REALITY: Compromise has been confused with submission. Submitting to your partner’s desires will breed resentment and retaliation, not harmony.


Consider two scenarios:1. Peter was married to an extremely angry, volatile woman and was being controlled by his wife’s explosive personality. He constantly strove to keep Mary from becoming upset. One Sunday, Peter agreed to go to the grocery store with Mary to pick up a couple of items for dinner. He counted on getting in and out of the store as quickly as possible. However, Mary decided to turn the errand into a major shopping trip. When she pulled out coupon books and began adding items to the list, Peter expressed his objection to the change in plans.


Mary blew up. “All you ever do is think about yourself,” she said.

Rather than escalate the conflict, Peter backed down, saying, “Okay. I’ll take you shopping.” But after giving in to make peace, Peter felt terrible. He resented Mary for manipulating him and sulked the rest of the day.

2. Jamie wanted his wife, Carol, to go skiing, but she had no interest in the sport. Jamie was really disappointed and said so,  but he respected Carol’s position and didn’t try to convince her to do what he wanted. Instead they discussed Jamie’s frustration and teased out its two components: He wanted to go skiing, and he wanted to spend time with Carol. Both were important to him. Carol searched her desires and said she wanted to spend time with Jamie, but that while it would be nice to have a weekend away, she was worried about grading the exams of her fresh-man chemistry class. Together they worked out a plan. They decided to go to the mountains and while Jamie skis, Carol would grade the exams and take a nature hike and together they would—well, you can use your imagination.

Jamie and Carol’s solution represents a genuine compromise, but the situation in scenario one is riddled with submission. Peter believed he was compromising to make peace when he agreed to take Mary shopping, but he wasn’t. He was capitulating to Mary’s emotional blackmail. He was losing himself in the relationship because he was emotionally dependent on her.

Our strong desire to please our partner creates an attitude that suggests we should minimize interpersonal conflict. One way of avoiding clashes is to comply with the aggressive partner’s demands. This is a common, but unhealthy, practice.  Submission breeds resentment, and oppression ensures retaliation.

The problem is that most couples are confused about the difference between submission and compromise. Most of the patients I’ve confronted about being too acquiescent exclaim, “I’m only trying to compromise. Isn’t that what you have to do to make a relationship work?”

The notion that a good relationship is based on giving in is actually destructive. When we yield to another person’s desires  without really wanting to, we will eventually make them pay a price for our compliance, one way or another, consciously or unconsciously.

Remember, a true compromise is only achieved when both parties walk away from the negotiating table as winners.




MYTH 8: 

 WE NEED TO WORK HARDER AT OUR RELATIONSHIP.

THE REALITY: More effort in a troubled relationship rarely produces positive results. What is needed is new information, not more effort.


Working harder at a relationship is usually a waste of time. Many couples experiencing discord promise each other to work harder on the relationship, and they actually do. Then they are bewildered that after a period of honest, sustained effort, all their misery is still intact. Working harder at a relationship is not effective because the only efforts someone can undertake are what he or she already knows how to do.

Denise knew how important it was to share honest feelings with her partner. She’d grown up in a silent household riddled with subterranean resentments and discounted feelings. She vowed she would never be caught in such a marriage, yet she wed Eric, a quiet, intense man not unlike her father.

Eric was pleasant but distant, and Denise’s requests for more intimacy made him uncomfortable. Denise persisted in expressing her feelings of hurt and disappointment, hoping that her openness would encourage Eric to discuss his feelings. Instead he withdrew even more.

I liken Denise to an amateur cook who makes exquisite lemon pies crested with lightly toasted meringue. Constantly praised by family members and friends, the cook (who now likes to be called a chef) opens a sidewalk cafe with marine blue awnings and begins turning out scrumptious lemon meringue pies. However, despite the perfect pies, the restaurant quickly closes. The chef did not know how to make anything else.

To improve romantic relationships, we first use all skills currently available, as Denise did, but when problems continue, we need to expand our repertoire. We must get a new recipe. New information, not more effort, is what we need. What Denise finally learned to do was to meet Eric where he was, rather than try to take Eric to where she was. In therapy she talked with Eric about his silence, and he began to tell her what his silence was really saying. I remember a very powerful session in which Eric turned to Denise with tears in his eyes and said, “There is so much love that I have inside of me for you, but it is blocked. I feel like there is a cork stuck in my throat, and no matter what I do to uncork it, it remains. I do want you to feel my love for you, but I am stuck.” This was a very critical moment in the couple’s therapy. Hopefully, you will learn how to create these special moments in your relationship with some of the recipes included in this book.




MYTH 9: 

 DESIRE EQUALS ABILITY.

THE REALITY: Our emotional desire to be a good partner exceeds our ability.


We Americans live in a can-do society. We have an enormous amount of faith in our ability to solve problems, and we are very reluctant to accept personal limitations. Most of us believe that if we have the desire to make a relationship work, we should be able to do it. This isn’t true! Keeping a relationship going requires a particular set of skills, like holding on to your self  and a strong desire or commitment. Desire alone, however, is not enough.

An analogy that I often use to illustrate this idea is my love for tennis. I would love to win the Wimbledon tennis championship. My desire and my love for the game rival that of any professional tennis player. If you don’t believe me, just ask my dear friend, Roger. However, even during my most grandiose moments, I cannot escape from the fact that I simply do not possess the athletic abilities and tennis skills necessary to become a champion of this caliber. I’ve the heart, but not the strokes.

None of us comes equipped with all of the skills we will need throughout the life of a long-term relationship. We must learn through our mistakes, through reading articles and books on intimate relationships, attending lectures and seminars, discussing our situations with trusted friends, grinding with our  partner, and sometimes seeking professional help.

Think of yourself as an athlete training for a marathon. Only conscious effort will enable you to go the distance and reap the joy of a loving partnership. Use your desire to help you find the path that will increase your ability to couple. In chapter 5 we will explore the three skills that I consider mandatory for maintaining a healthy relationship: (1) Saying what you like and don’t like, (2) negotiating differences from a position of respect for your mate, and (3) striving for mutually satisfying solutions. Without these skills it will be extremely hard to have a fulfilling relationship, no matter how strong your motivation is. Desire is only one of the ingredients needed for success.




MYTH 10: 

 TILL DEATH DO US PART!

THE REALITY: Romantic relationships and marriages are held together with an extremely fragile emotional bond. Taking a relationship for granted is dangerous and will often result in tragedy.


Clichéd Westerns always ended with a cowboy and heroine riding off into a glorious sunset, a metaphor for their rosy future. Even today many of us continue to enter relationships with the belief that we have a lifelong commitment from our mate, especially if we marry.

However, the reality is that all romantic relationships have a  ‘“fragile bond” that must be nurtured. I’ve seen hundreds of men and women who, after years of ignoring the quality of their relationships, express shock when a partner decides to leave. They’d based their entire future on the myth that marriage involves a lifelong commitment.

Ed and Louise came for marriage counseling after nineteen years together. Their son and daughter had entered college, and Louise announced that she wanted a divorce. Ed was absolutely stunned and managed to persuade Louise to see me in a last-ditch effort, but Louise’s love had died long ago. Over the years Ed had brushed aside all of her efforts to revitalize the marriage, and Louise no longer wished to be with him.

I tell couples that their first child is their relationship.  When two people come together, a third entity is created that needs as much care and attention as a human infant. With proper nourishment, the relationship will thrive. Without it, a slow death will inevitably occur. This is what happened to Ed and Louise. Ed was devastated for over a year after Louise divorced him. But he learned a very important lesson: Never take your relationship for granted.

Effort, attention and a constant flow of new information can all help make a relationship mutually satisfying, but even these offer no guarantee. The only assurance I can give you is that no one readily gives up a good thing, and your chances for longevity improve when both partners make the union a priority and wholeheartedly strive to create a mutually satisfying relationship.
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