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			Praise for John Parr and What’s Love Got to Do With It?


			“A few years ago, I came across this training in Emotional Assertiveness that I hoped would give me the answers that so many previous trainings had not. Usually, I found myself in a quandary on how to apply the new knowledge I had gained into the two main areas of my life: my personal relationships and my professional relationships as a leader of a team and educator of primary-aged children. This is where I found John Parr, and I can say my life began to change. My understanding of emotions and ability to be authentic in relationships grew as I developed skills in having genuine, trusting conversations and in supporting students to understand their emotions and determine strategies to self-regulate, build self-awareness and nurture positive peer relationships. 

			“In my personal life, I now understand that I had been spending my life wanting to be loved. This came from deep rooted childhood experiences. When I met my husband, with whom I have been in a loving relationship since I was 18, I tried to push him away to prove to myself that I was as unlovable as I had been taught to believe. He proved me wrong, and thankfully we are still together in a relationship that continues to grow with love.

			“In my professional role as a leader and an educator of primary-aged students, I have seen many students struggling to not only love themselves but to accept love, in its many forms, from others around them. This has been increasing after the events of the past five years; here in NSW, Australia, our kids have experienced fires, floods, and COVID, on top of the usual cards that life deals in a regular lifetime. Our children are hurting and need to feel empathy, understanding and love.

			“This is where John comes; his approach combines his understanding of emotions and an amazing ability to share his knowledge, in a manner that is clear, approachable, and workable for anyone who is willing to join in his conversation. I have gained so much from John Parr and his model of Emotional Assertiveness. I have learned, through John’s teaching, that love has got a lot to do with it, and I appreciate the friendship that has grown by having many a conversation with John.”

			—Mrs. Deanie Nicholls, 
B.Ed. and Emotional Assertiveness Trainer
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Preface

			“Love is a many-splendored thing,” goes the opening line of a popular song from 1955. The song was the theme tune from a film of the same name starring William Holden and Jennifer Jones. Love indeed has a magnificent effect and calling it splendored draws our attention to our experience of love at its best. However, is love a whirlwind of romance, joy, and excitement, or is this simply a romantic notion about the rainbow’s end we are doomed to seek after and never find? After all, we also hear people telling us of the pain they experience when they are in love. Songs such as “Love Hurts”1. Where is the splendour there? Or Aerosmith’s “Falling in Love (Is Hard on the Knees2)”. If we take music as our reference point, there are way more songs about the pain people experience linked to love than the pleasure.

			And what is love, anyhow? What does the word mean? What is our experience of love? We fall in love, we are in love, we feel comforted by love, and we fall out of love. How come some are enthralled by love, whilst others seem to struggle to find and keep it? These questions have so far only covered love as in deep romantic relationships, what about the love we feel for children, family, and friends? In Chapter 1, I discuss this and offer my thoughts on the topic.

			My aim is to provide an effective detector to equip us with not only the capacity to notice the landmines and booby traps, but to do a work of mine-clearance. It is also to look at love that is satisfying and durable, the love that endures and encourages lovers to work through the idealised views of the early days, to gain deep and abiding love. I invite you to probe beyond notions of romantic love and discover how you can develop love in its fullest sense in as many relationships as possible. That is, to envision how relationships that were previously merely loose friendships can include more empathy and understanding through random acts of love towards our fellow men and women. I believe that when we open ourselves to be more loving, we will receive more love in our lives. As the Beatles sing at the end of the Abbey Road album, “And in the end, the love you take, is equal to the love you make.”3 Sadly, I see more and more examples of love that are almost entirely based upon sexual attraction, plus an inflated sense of entitlement. This is more about ‘what is in it for me?’ (The love we can take), than ‘how do we give and take, and how do we honour each other in this relationship?’. In Western philosophy these days, we seem to be overdoing the concept of human rights and underdoing the concept of human responsibility and accountability. This emphasis puts a strain on the capacity to love in a healthy way and points us towards relationship disasters. I see this not only at the interpersonal level but also at the international level regarding how nations relate to other nations. International relationships are simply an extension of interpersonal relationships. Countries do not relate to each other, people do.

			With objectives such as showing empathy, compassion, and respect, we can, in my opinion, begin to have reciprocity and healthy bonds and attachment. Where there is empathy, there is love, and we will see what that looks like when we explore the deeper aspects of the nature of love. Eventually, perhaps we can aspire to be open to give universal love, that love which embraces creation, so we have a love for everyone and everything, including our planet.

			We will therefore visit all forms of healthy love: erotic love, the kind of love that involves deep commitment, the love we have for our children, an exploration of the love we have for ourselves, and the love we have for our friends. We may even discover the love we can have for our enemies.

			I am also going to cover nostalgic love, idealised love, and the fear of love. We see some reference to nostalgia in the song, “In My Life I Love You More” by the Beatles.4

			I will also make comments on, “The love that dare not speak its name” the last line of the poem “Two Loves”5 This is generally accepted to be a reference to homosexuality, a relationship illegal at the time the poem was written. The author was Oscar Wilde’s lover, Lord Alfred Douglas. Eventually, Douglas’s father brought charges against Wilde who served time in Reading Gaol as a result. The harshness of the prison routine of hard labour, eventually broke Wilde’s spirit. The history of persecution of homosexuals in the UK is not one to be proud of. Another example of a huge intellect being destroyed by the laws against homosexuality is Alan Turing. Turing cracked the German Enigma code, an achievement that saved the lives of many seamen and kept the Atlantic convoys safe from U Boats. After the war he was arrested for homosexuality and punished by chemical castration. This led to him experiencing psychological distress and he died aged 41 possibly by suicide by poisoning. Such harshness towards people for their sexual preferences shows that, around love, we humans seem to become quite confused. Even in today’s more enlightened climate, many homosexuals still struggle against prejudice and public shaming. We see that with love, our choices can be subject to public and legal scrutiny. Who makes the decisions? How are the laws and rules enforced? Where to draw the lines? Such questions need to be regularly asked and reviewed. 

			Love is a vast topic and I seriously doubt I will cover the entire spectrum of emotion, thought, belief, experience, and wisdom there is on the subject. I am also sure that those with different cultural, religious, and psychological backgrounds will take exception to some of my conclusions. This is OK for me, and I am open to learn from you, my readers. Who knows, that could also prompt other books—that would be delightful. I hope to cover the topic without preaching, judging, or making sweeping generalisations, although at times, for the sake of brevity, I may use some generalised terms. I trust you will accept these in the spirit intended. I want to be as inclusive as possible, allowing for the multi-layered reality that is the human experience of love. I will occasionally refer to the Bible, as this source of wisdom goes back two millennia for the New Testament and well over six millennia for the Old Testament. I do this not to preach, nor to seek to proselytise, but to show my thinking is hardly new or unique. Humanity has been considering the things I share here for a very long time. I admit to being a believer, and have been since 1968, and the decision to believe is the root of my desire to take up an occupation where I could offer service and support to others. From a career as an electronic engineer in the Royal Navy, I went on to work serving others in need, not by looking to rescue them, but to be available to them as a resource when they wanted support to find their way.

			Love is important to me; it clearly is to songwriters too. I have found many songs all titled, “Love Makes The World Go Round” all with different words depending upon what the composers wanted to say about it. Therefore, I won’t point you to any single lyricist for that title, but suggest you google lyrics for “Love Makes The World Go Round’. You will find songs with this title by Perry Como, The Everly Brothers, Deon Jackson, and Madonna, to name a few.

			I will also touch upon forms of love I consider unhealthy, such as love that seeks to prove very negative self-beliefs or is born out of traumas from childhood. However, these forms of love will not be my focus and it is my intention to illustrate more of the positive aspects of love, those forms that make being human worthwhile. Let us now take time to ponder upon the meaning of this much used, little understood word.

			In this book, I frequently mention life partnerships and friendships. I will also examine how it may be for those people who struggle with relationship and attachment, either by simply not wanting attachment, or who want it, but find it elusive. However, wherever you stand in respect of love, I hope you will find information and ideas here that will be interesting, useful, or challenging. Irrespective of any impact you notice when reading this book, I trust you will experience that my motive is born out of love for people. There is no way I wish to express prejudice, judgement, or contempt. I hope to communicate acceptance, unconditional positive regard, and inclusivity. As is my style, I will include personal reflections and experiences. There will also be therapeutic examples drawn from real life. I hope you can use these to understand where I am coming from and to make sense of the points I raise. There are also some exercises for those who like to personalise their experience. Please feel free to skip them if this is not for you. If you know yourself to be in a bad space at this moment in your life, use caution before doing the exercises, and do not expose yourself to unnecessary discomfort. There will always be time in the future when life is not so fraught to come back and do them if you wish.

			I trust these reflections will encourage you to look closely at the intricate tapestry of emotion, thought and behaviour that is love. In some sections where the different forms of love are described, I see overlaps, and in these cases I will do my best to show that sometimes the different categories are separated with only fine lines.

			Healthy experiences and expressions of love are essential to happiness. This is a central theme in my work on Emotional Assertiveness6 as is the hypothesis that happiness is our core homeostatic emotion. Happiness is not a luxury, it is our birth right and so it is for love, A new-born baby does not have to do anything to deserve to be loved, it is simply loveable. 

			I propose that just as sensations such as pain, give us information about ailments in our physical body, and serve to prompt us to take action to assist it to heal, emotions provide information regarding our psychological wellbeing to steer us towards emotional healing and happiness. I conclude that our bodies are ‘designed’ to self-heal and similarly our mental and psychological condition is also designed to find self-healing. All our emotions are utilised in the management of our interpersonal relationships and love involves all our emotions. Therefore, love calls for emotional intelligence and the ability to share emotions with our loved ones and when we do this effectively we experience joy. It is my hope that in this book, you will find some helpful ideas and tools to share an increase of love and joy in your relationships.

			I invite you all to achieve enhanced satisfaction from your personal relationships, irrespective of how, in the final analysis, you see love.

			So, “If music be the food of love, play on.”7

			

			
				
					1.	The Everly Brothers, composed by Boudleaux Bryant. For the lyrics, see https://genius.com/The-everly-brothers-love-hurts-lyrics

				

				
					2.	Aerosmith, composed by Anthony Joseph Perry / Glen Ballard / Steven Tallarico. For lyrics see https://genius.com/Aerosmith-falling-in-love-is-hard-on-the-knees-lyrics 

				

				
					3.	 The Beatles, Abbey Road album, Lennon and McCartney 1969, Apple Records. This is thought to be the last song the Beatles wrote and played together. The words of the song, “The End,” were McCartney’s.

				

				
					4.	 For the lyrics to In my life see https://genius.com/The-beatles-in-my-life-lyrics

				

				
					5.	 Lord Alfred Douglas, written in September 1892 and published in the Oxford magazine The Chameleon December 1894.

				

				
					6.	 See my book Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, page 95. 

				

				
					7.	 Quote from “Twelfth Night” William Shakespeare, first performed February 1602.

				

			

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1

			
What is Love?

			Does the dictionary definition help us answer this question? The Shorter Oxford Dictionary defines love (noun) in this way:

			
					a. That state of feeling with regard to a person which manifests itself in a concern for the person’s welfare, pleasure in his or her presence, and often also desire for his or her approval; deep affection, strong emotional attachment.
b. An instance of affection. Formerly also, an act of kindness.
c. Affectionate greetings (brotherly love, mother love, platonic love, romantic love, etc.)

					In Christian use: the benevolence and affection of God; the affectionate devotion due to God; regard and consideration prompted by a sense of a common relationship to God. AV 1 John 4:16: “God is love, and he that dwelleth in love, dwelleth in God.”

					Strong predilection, liking, or fondness for, or devotion to something.

					a. That feeling of attachment which is based on sexual qualities; sexual passion combined with liking and concern for the other.
b. An instance of being in love; in amatory relations, love affairs.

					a. The personification of sexual affection, usually masculine, and more or less identified with Eros, Amor, or Cupid of classic mythology.
b. A cupid; a god of love; a figure or representation of a god of love.

					a. A beloved person; especially one’s sweetheart. Frequently used as a form of intimate or friendly address.
b. An illicit or clandestine lover.
c. An object of love; a person or thing which is loved.
d. A charming or delightful person or thing. Colloquialism.

					Amorous sexual activity, sexual intercourse. Now chiefly in making love, i.e. lovemaking.

					A game of chance.

					A material worn in mourning; a border of this.

					In various games, especially tennis, squash, etc. meaning no score, nil, nothing.

			

			Not much help in clearing up confusion about the meaning of love, these multiple definitions, seem to muddy the water. Neither is there a strong link to any specific emotion. It has long been a matter of interest to me that a word so important in human relationships has so many meanings in the English language. In my book, Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, I attempt to clarify what love is.8 I assert that love is not an emotion but a series of descriptions outlining various characteristics of human relationships. The dictionary definitions that open this chapter also speak about different manifestations of love, whilst not saying much about it as an emotion. In Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play (FFF) I discussed seven Greek words, each of which are translated into English with the word love. The Greek words are also devoid of emotions, demonstrating that for millennia, love has not been directly associated with emotion and that the wisdom of the old world has hardly changed over the years. The various meanings of the word are descriptive and behavioural, yet we still appear to hear the word love as an emotion. How come? When speaking of love, we do indeed experience a wide range of emotions. As we saw in the foreword, those involve all forms of emotion, including happiness, anger, sadness, and fear. Sometimes love inspires us to express our emotions authentically and positively, whilst sometimes we may express our emotions in a negative and unhelpful way. Emotions in connection with love and attachment are often very intense, but not one of them can be exclusively identified as the emotion of love. Love is more an expression or experience that can lead to overt acts demonstrating love. The act of loving is about experiencing and sharing all our emotions in the context of attachment and relationship. At best, loving emotions are shared authentically with the intention of offering intimacy, openness, and connection. It is a form of healthy merging and internalising the essence of the other, without losing sight of oneself. It is about allowing oneself to be vulnerable, to express deep appreciation. Love can be selfless and yet this needs to be tempered with the clarity that the object of our love is an individual, with both a good side and a dark side.

			In the context of romantic love, we often experience love as something we fall into, as if this just happens to us and there is nothing to be done about it. In my personal experience of falling in love, it usually began like this. It is as if it was destined to be. For a few months or so, it is as if the other person and I had just merged into one person. This stage of romantic love seems to be akin to the two of us being in a bubble. Within the bubble, we each feel like we are almost reading each other’s minds. The ‘other’ is idealised, and there is no one else in the world quite like them. After six months or so, it seems the gilt-plating begins to wear off. We start to see the other as a real person. This is a normal process and when the relationship is nurtured, we can continue to experience love for the other, to see their blemishes and to accept them as they are. As time goes by, continually making room for difference and for difference to be OK and acceptable, even cherished, the relationship achieves deeper and deeper levels of attachment and commitment. However, for some, this process gets stuck in the bubble stage, whilst others cannot stand discovering their special one is a real person and the relationship dissolves.

			In real terms, we do not actually merge with the other; we remain as two discrete personalities. We have different ways of seeing the world, different needs, etc. The line between loving another in a healthy way and loving in ways that are unhealthy for both parties can sometimes become blurred. As we delve into the various forms of love, we will see it is not all about meeting some stranger on some enchanted evening, falling in love and walking hand in hand into the sunset. To have and maintain a loving relationship calls for energy, commitment, work, and above all, give and take. Love is not magical or mystical; for it to develop and grow, it requires a lot of perseverance.

			In my experience, the deeper the degree of attachment, the greater the possibility that we regress to behavioural manifestations of emotions that reveal distress. Frequently in loving relationships, we find ourselves expressing our emotions in archaic and destructive ways. We attack, we blame, and we present ourselves as being the victim, which are all manifestations of non-authentic, cover-up emotions.9 If the distress and tensions are not managed well, this is when we may ‘fall out’ of love. With romantic love, we frequently hear these two passive phrases, ‘falling in’ and ‘falling out’ of love as if love is a container that we unfortunately stumble in and out of. It certainly sounds dangerous, but also exciting, energising and invigorating. Clearly, we need to be cautious with this potentially explosive thing called love. Commonly, we speak about being ‘in love’, meaning that we are involved with another in a romantic way. It seems like the container has its benefits, and I know that for me, being in love is amazing. It is comfortable to know there is someone in one’s life we experience as being special and who reciprocates this. I have previously written about attachment,10 and this is central to being in love. As a species, we are genetically programmed to be together in groups, and to forge strong bonds of emotional relationship. Here we are, halfway through this chapter ‘what is love’, and still we have not been able to tag a unique emotion called love. More and more, it seems to be a word to describe attachment and bonding, rather than an emotion.

			Later in this book, I will expand upon Chapter 10 of my previous book, Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play and delve deeper into the different forms of love we may experience and share within our many relationships. My intention is to enrich our experience of love, to find love in all relationships, and perhaps to find love even in those relationships we have with people we find it hard to get along with. The more we can expand our frame of reference about love and begin to draw inclusive circles, allowing love to become our moral compass in the context of relationship, the more happiness we will find. Love can guide us to be kind to our fellows, protective of our environment, and especially, kind to ourselves. Indeed, I believe the meaning and purpose of our lives starts and ends there. If we truly love ourselves, we have the energy and capacity to love others, our planet, and life itself. Self-love is not about narcissism,11 and egocentricity, rather it is about treating our self with respect and requiring respect from others. From this place, we can truly have and demonstrate respect for others; it is the root of true equality and the acceptance of diversity.

			We usually associate love with the heart, in that it is thought of and experienced as an emotion. However, as I delved more deeply into the subject, I found emotions are only a small part of love. I found that love is a drive, or an urge. It is a logical conclusion of appreciation based upon appraisals of the qualities of others, or even of objects. It is a commitment, or a contract, made with self, towards another, or mutually agreed between people. It is a primitive force inspiring protection, care, deep bonds, and attachments-bonds that go way beyond the realms of pure logic. For example, the love a parent experiences for their child no matter what they do. It is a reaction, often humorous in nature, lightening our spirit, and an inspiration to be playful and to tease. It is a sense of comfort and familiarity, a form of security to be found within the comfort of ritual and repetition. It is the security one finds in being able to predict and depend upon the reactions of another. It is being OK just to be together, without the need for talk or activities.

			It is an inspiration creating loyalty and comradeship, for example, as in a band of brothers12 experienced by one’s fellow combatants during war. In this example, it flows from standing side by side, willing to risk one’s life for the brothers or members of your unit. It is a primitive instinct creating an energy to live life to the full. It is the pure joy of living, of experiencing a cool breeze on a hot summer’s day, or of feeling the warmth of a fire when the weather is cold and damp. It is the thrill of standing by the shore and watching the power and magnificence of a wind-tossed sea. It is the rush of adrenaline we feel when the sky is suddenly lit by a streak of lightning and the pleasure of hearing the expected thunderclap.

			The list of things and situations where I experience the sheer joy of life is very long: it is a love letter to the universe. In all these moments, I believe we are experiencing love. For me, love shines everywhere, alerting us to the meaning of life and the vitality in the world that makes it all worth living for. And when we add the dynamic of sharing such moments with someone special, the joy we can take from the experience seems to be magnified.

			These descriptions of how I view love are not intended to indicate that with love, all ills are cured; it is not a panacea, nor is it snake oil. Neither am I saying all expressions of love are positive. Some overdo their shows of affection, offering sugar-coated pills instead of love grounded on a bedrock of reality. When love is poured out like syrup, often to ingratiate or in the hope of being loved in return, it is seldom or never experienced as authentic. This form of love does not flow from a love of self, but instead indicates a fear or belief that “I am unlovable.” Also, those who struggle to express love and/or find it hard to accept love, appearing to keep a distance, are unconsciously flagging their internal conflict about love. These forms of behaviours suggest beliefs about not being safe to trust, or not being wanted or acceptable.

			When we open ourselves to living life to the full, to enjoy moments of joy and be intimate with others, we begin to make better connections to ourselves, to others and to our environment. The best things in life really are free, and they are available for all. The sun rises and sets every day. The sky is forever changing; no two snowflakes are identical and look like little jewels as they settle on the ground, or rest upon the sleeve of our coat. The sea rises and falls with the tide, is sometimes calm and sometimes stormy, but all these ordinary things are extraordinary when we stop and take the time to enjoy them. Yes, the sea can produce tsunamis, the clouds can cause flash floods, and sometimes these natural phenomena are catastrophic for the folk caught up in them. On the other hand, such events seem to bring out the best in humanity. People can quickly raise money for disaster relief or provide food, water, medicine, and accommodation for those who have lost everything. People go to the disaster areas to help find and care for victims and to set up emergency hospitals. Following natural disasters there is frequently an outpouring of practical love towards those who have been caught up in the incident. Stepping aside from the human tragedy, we may also marvel at the power of nature. It is good to remember how fragile we are, and how much better life could be if we gave throughout the year, in the way we give following a disaster.

			Therefore, I suggest this as a definition of love: “Love is a word to define the nature and quality of a relationship. It is comprised of several aspects of behavioural and psychological influences that impact upon how we relate to other people and things.” Please note I include love of things and experiences, and not simply about how we relate to others. It is about our relationship with life itself.

			I invite you, dear reader, to take a moment to remember the things that thrill you, that move you, that make you glad to be alive and glad to be you. As you do this, experience the emotions you inspire within yourself, including the physical sensations and the memories. When you recall things, people and events, all of which you hold dear in your treasured memories, you are experiencing love. Yet each memory will have different emotional resonances and different levels of intensity. See if you can identify moments of joy, warmth, anger, sadness, or fear. As you re-experience the emotional tags attached to these memories, I think you will see there will be a mixture of emotions and thoughts, almost like a kaleidoscope of emotional experience. Some will follow patterns; some will be random. All are moments of experiencing the joy of being alive and being in love with life itself.

			Remembering happy events long past may bring a mix of happiness and sadness that, even though the moment is in the past, we still enjoy, and accept the sadness without melancholy. This is nostalgia, and sometimes such memories can soften the edges of loss and grief, or even reshape our recollections. It is that sense of how the summers were warmer, longer, and more refreshing than the ones we have today. For example, I experience this when I think of my brother who passed away last year. Recalling our times together, I feel the warmth of having shared life with him, yet I miss him and am sad he is no longer here in the flesh. I rejoice, however, that he remains in my heart. I remember my love for my brother and the bond we shared. I experience the love he showed to me, and I am glad we grew up together, and were there for each other. The warmth of my happy memories acts like a blanket, making my sadness tolerable. Over time, the blanket of love shuts out the coldness of loss. And with the metaphor of the blanket, this is how I experience loss. At first, loss is like an icy wind, penetrating us to the bone. Slowly, however, the blanket begins to warm us, and this is where the healing begins. Eventually, the happy memories simply ward off the cold and we recall our lost loved ones until we rejoice in them and what they gave to us. We retain the best of them and forget that which we were less fond of.

			For another example, facing a risky medical procedure may invite some to feel anxious anticipation, a mix of fear and expectation (excitement) plus happiness, from the hope of success. For others, it may lead to fear, sadness or a sense of dread, whilst for others it may lead to hopelessness, a mix of sadness, fear and periods of numbness as we want to avoid thinking about it. In my experience, the one thing about going through life threatening illness has always been the love I experienced from others. My family, my friends and the caring attention shown by the doctors and nurses. This love can help carry us through even the toughest emergencies. I recall being near to death in an intensive care unit in Frankfurt, and the boost I received by the volume of love shown by my colleagues in the Transactional Analysis community in the UK and around Europe. The hospital switchboard was overwhelmed by calls and we had to have an official person, a friend, act as the news room to take the strain off of the switchboard. My wife also sat by my side for three and a half weeks, a continual comfort. Love does help to enhance healing.

			I am in love with life, and I love sharing life’s experiences with those I care deeply about. I have also experienced this with total strangers, who by chance just happen to share one of life’s precious moments with me. Being alive is awesome and these awesome moments give us the courage to accept the less joyous moments when we are in pain, when we experience loss, and when life seems to be lining up a whole list of uncomfortable events for us. Love is about having the vision and sense of purpose that will provide the fuel to support us through the bad times as well as the good. So, what is love? Is it a feeling? Well, not really and yes, absolutely. There is no one emotion we can define as love because it is a combination of emotions, thoughts, beliefs, experiences, memories, and sensations. It is a multiplicity of things.

			I define emotions as being based upon just four primary emotions of happiness, sadness, anger, and fear, and love does not fit into any of those categories. Therefore, I maintain that love is not an emotion. Love invokes all our primary emotions, happiness, anger, sadness, and fear. It is also a part of our experience of our secondary emotions, those emotions that are mixed when we experience more than one primary emotion at a time.

			When we are angry with those we love, we do not stop loving them. Similarly, when we are sad or afraid, we can remain aware of our love. Experiencing love does indeed often directly link to pleasure, empathy and compassion, yet on the other hand, there is a thin line between love and hate13. Researchers have discovered that many of the centres of the brain that are active when experiencing romantic love are also active when experiencing aggression and hate. This is where the thin line can become an issue, especially when the love was not built upon healthy psychological foundations. In this book, we will not be visiting child development and unhealthy patterns of attachment, behaviour, thinking or emotional expressions. Whilst much of our mismanagement of distress can be traced back to our formative years, the primary focus here will be examining love, rather than looking for the skeletons in the cupboard. You will find some information about the influence of childhood and parenting in Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play: Emotional Assertiveness, the Happiness Equation14. We will, however, look at the difference between healthy love and attachment, and unhealthy expressions of love in terms of how we experience them in the here and now. We will ask the questions, is love always a positive thing? Is it possible for love to be unhealthy? If so, how do we distinguish between the healthy and unhealthy forms of love?

			As we delve deeper into the subject of love, we will examine the roles played by two key components of a relationship. These are:

			
					Respect for self and others, and

					The establishment and maintenance of healthy boundaries.

			

			Without mutual respect, there cannot be a healthy attachment or healthy love. Healthy relationships depend upon maintaining the balance between the two sides of the relationship equation. The word relationship is worthy of examination. It is most frequently taken to mean a form of connection between people, often, though not always, of a romantic nature. However, a relationship is also used to describe the connection between two variables. For example, a+b = x-y. The equals sign indicates the variables are in some way connected and there is a relationship that describes their connectivity. With this equation, the relationship is that they are of equal value. The = symbol is one of many relationship symbols used in mathematics, each one clarifying how the two sides are interrelated or indeed if there is no relationship at all.

			I think healthy human relationships are based upon the premise that each side of the relationship is of equal value. This is a working partnership, both contributing to that which they have and making something larger than the sum of the inputs. Partnerships that are based upon the variables being of equal value will be synergetic. When we achieve this, we show respect for each other, and there is no inequality in our value as human beings. When we relate like this, we do not abuse others, we do not abuse power, and we value each other for who we are. This dynamic is sadly missing in many of our interactions with others. Where there is mutual respect, there is no need for aggression, put downs and violence. There is also no room for putting oneself down, of seeing oneself as a victim, or powerless. Each of our needs is important and negotiation seeking a win-win is the logical outcome. Many of our daily relationships, ranging from family through friends to workmates, do not operate entirely on this basis, however.

			When working as a therapist with couples, or when coaching in organisations and teams, I use this model to help focus on the importance of respect. I also teach it as a self-assessment tool for those I am consulting. I developed this simple tool many years ago, aligning human relationships with equations. I still find it helpful to clarify how to get to the win-win position. See this extract from Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play below15:

			

			
				
					8.	John Parr Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, Chapter 10, “What’s Love Got to Do with It?”

				

				
					9.	See John Parr, Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, Chapter 4, “Authentic Emotions and Cover-up Emotions”

				

				
					10.	Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, Chapter 3, “Bonding and Attachment”

				

				
					11.	Narcissism comes from the Greek myth of Narcissus, who fell in love with his own reflection. This is not philautia; Narcissus fell in love with an illusion, an image of himself, and not with his real self. This is the essence of what today we call narcissism, i.e. falling in love with an idealised version of oneself.

				

				
					12.	“We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.” From the St. Crispin’s day address given by Henry V in the play of the same name, by William Shakespeare, first performed 1599.

				

				
					13.	Sung by Annie Lennox, originally recorded by the Pretenders. Song written by Robert Poindexter, Richard Poindexter, Jackie Members. For lyrics go to https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/pretenders/thinlinebetweenloveandhate.html

				

				
					14.	John Parr Published by Emotional Assertiveness International Ltd, 2022

				

				
					15.	Extract from Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play, page 115

				

			

		

	
		
			Table 1: Relationship symbols
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			The symbol expresses the dimensions of respect and power within a relationship.

			
					
Healthy: We each attribute the other as having equal value. This does not mean we are the same, but we are different from the other, yet of equal value. This is a healthy, respectful partnership.

					
More or less healthy: There are areas where there are minor inequalities, but they are not significant enough to put an undue strain on the relationship. We can live with this and over time may iron out the discrepancies, especially where there is goodwill.

					
I am not as valuable or important as you: I devalue myself. This can have damaging long-term effects that will put a strain upon the relationship and is fundamentally unhealthy. I disrespect myself. Therefore, outside of my awareness, I disrespect the other. I do not believe they are open to equality. By depreciating myself, I act as a victim. This is also unhealthy for the relationship.

					
I am more important or of more value than you: I over value myself and devalue the other. This will also place a strain upon the relationship. By overestimating my importance, I act disrespectfully to the other and am likely to act as the persecutor. This is also unhealthy for the relationship.

					
There is no relationship: This is often the outcome achieved when living in the two unhealthy states. After prolonged, unproductive conflict, relationships struggle and one or the other or both want out.

			

			LOVE. If you had not thought about it until now, I hope you notice the complexity of this four-letter word. I also trust you see why I say love is not an emotion. We do not feel love, we live love, we think love, we embrace love, and we may even come to curse love, usually when the love we thought we had was not based on equality and respect.

			The second component is establishing, maintaining, and respecting boundaries. It sounds simple enough, however, the problem with boundaries is that by and large, they are invisible. I know where my boundaries are, what my limits are, my areas of openness and my no-go areas. Unless I speak about them, others do not know where my limits are. It is in the unknown areas where we hold different views of reality, different value systems, have our own take on how things should be done around here, etc., that the relationship minefields exist. For example, I am fine with a non-invasive touch. If someone hugs me, I usually accept it, and I often like it. When I do not feel comfortable, I can say so in a non-threatening way. I cannot, however, assume all my friends and acquaintances take the same view. For some, touch is much more intimate and private than for others. Short of wearing a badge that says “I hug” or “I am not comfortable with touch”, others have no way of knowing unless we tell them. This is also complicated by the reality that not all people hug with innocent and caring intentions. For some, it is intended as an invasion, a manipulation or even a power play.

			So, who is responsible for respecting and managing my personal boundaries and limits? Only one person can do that, and it is me. If someone unwittingly crosses my boundary, I can respectfully point this out. It is not an opportunity for catching the other doing something wrong; it is simply an opportunity to allow others to have more knowledge of what is important to me. My grandmother taught me that “good fences, makes for good neighbours.” In other words, the best relationships are those with good boundaries, and where we respect the boundaries we each set. This means that to be in a loving, respectful relationship, we need to be clear about boundaries and to be open to hear when others tell us where their boundaries are placed.

			There are some socially defined limits and boundaries, and touch is one of those areas. However, because of the tendency for abusers to frequently overstep the limits, these social boundaries are becoming excessively restrictive. It seems to be a part of human nature to make rules where we see issues with boundaries. I believe that in the interest of protecting people from abuse, we may be inadvertently deskilling and disempowering the very people we hope to support. I am in favour of empowerment over rescuing those we perceive to be victims, or persecuting those we perceive to be abusers. In order to achieve a healthy balance, based upon mutual respect, I would introduce the topic of boundaries, respect, and personal empowerment into the national curriculum. Teaching this in schools would be an important way to encourage people to take a stand and maintain their own boundaries. In the context of relationship, I encourage people to know their limits, set their boundaries by discussion and openness and to unashamedly allow yourself to be you. Your boundaries and limits are OK by me. It is good for us to be different and to find ways to respect each other and get along. When we are clear about boundaries, we can permit ourselves to be more open and relaxed. This allows us the freedom to build healthy, respectful, and loving relationships that are both personal and professional.

			I rest my case for the argument that love is not an emotion but describes how we connect with our families, our friends, our workmates, our enemies and our environment. It also defines how we connect with ourselves. With love at the core of our being, we have the room and the energy to experience a zest for life. We look for the best, whilst being prepared to manage situations where others do not hold to the same basic premise, i.e. that there is good in everything and everyone.

			Does this philosophy mean I must be a pacifist? No, it does not. We may have to deal with raw aggression, and at such times, the love of self becomes the guiding principle. Self-defence is a human right and the use of appropriate force when attacked is enshrouded in British law. The ultimate disrespect is to violate someone by showing behaviours based upon an abuse of power. Should one be subjected to this, we need to be able to defend ourselves, and the guiding principle is always to use no more force than is necessary. In my philosophy for life, any action one can take to avoid being violated is acceptable, including running away, attempting to negotiate, asking others for help, etc.

			Once again, we find our bedrock is self-love; by loving myself and respecting myself, I develop self-confidence. From this position, when I operate respectfully, I invite others to join in finding a healthy connection with me. When we show self-confidence, it is rare for others to aggress against us. By calmly and respectfully using our verbal coping skills, we can usually find ways to reach conflict resolution.

		

	
		
			Exercise

			Allow yourself time to reflect upon your thoughts, beliefs and emotions about love. Then make a list of them; you may want to review them against the points I make in this chapter, to look for similarities, differences and things I may have missed.

			Next, make a list of the people, things and events you love. Allow yourself the liberty to include people you love just a little, or simply like.

			Pick one or two of these people and ask yourself, when I am with them, what do I feel? When I am alone and think of them, what do I feel? Include your emotions and physical sensations.

			List how you are with them if you are angry, sad or afraid. Do you still love them when you are having these emotions? Then decide what is your definition of love. What is love? I will be interested to hear your point of view; you may email me at johnparr@psdci.co.uk

			*

			In the next chapter, we will look at the therapeutic journey of a client from back in the 1990s. This is the case of Julie, who appeared in Fore-play, Fair-play and Foul-play under the pseudonym Mary. Julie has co-authored this chapter with me and will also appear as examples in other chapters. It was her idea to include this material in this book, as she thinks of her therapy as a love story.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2

			
Julie’s Story: A Therapeutic Love Story

			Julie came to see me for the first appointment, not knowing what she wanted from therapy. “I don’t really know why I am here,” she said. “I have a nice home, my husband loves me, I have two beautiful children and I am a qualified fitness instructor. I have all I could want, but something is wrong. I am unhappy.” She seemed to be blocking herself from knowing what her problem was. We agreed to allot time to give her space to let herself know what she wanted.

			In this session, we covered the basics of putting together a file with all the usual details and a brief medical history. When asked, “Have you had any operations or serious medical problems?” she replied, “No.” At the end of the session, just as she was leaving my consulting room, she stopped at the door and said in a by the way manner, “Oh, I forgot to tell you, I have Crohn’s disease.” I recall how surprised I was on hearing this, as she had said no to major medical issues and then dropped the bombshell of Crohn’s. This would be the starting point for our next session.

			Julie’s reflection: I am surprised even today why I would not have disclosed my condition earlier and with the significance it deserved. I began therapy as a novice client. I now know that at that time I separated my mind and body rather than experiencing them as parts of my whole.

			In her second session, when asked about her final remarks in the first session, she said, “I don’t know why I forgot that. I have had 46 cm of intestine removed and I am on the waiting list for another operation.” This was clearly important; she had overlooked a major medical condition, including a surgical intervention. We returned to her file to complete a detailed medical and social history. In the forthcoming sessions, we would take time to unearth what was troubling her, and to have time and space to build our relationship. We agreed to up to six sessions for her to let herself think and feel. This would be the time just to speak about her life and what she was experiencing and feeling. We would also use this time to get to know each other better, so she could feel comfortable with me, and trust me enough to look at the unspeakable.
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