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Praise for Lessons of Lifelong Intimacy

“Lessons of Lifelong Intimacy is a practical, engaging, and highly readable book that will help any couple dig deep into the sacred gift of marriage and fathom its grace, joy, love, and hope. Everyone wants a great marriage. Michael shows us how.”

—Rev. Tim Wright, author of Searching for Tom Sawyer

“In this important book, backed up by convincing scientific evidence, therapist Michael Gurian provides a relational road map that can help any couple navigate the journey of lifelong intimacy and separateness that makes love possible. Read it yourself and give it to your friends and family and those you counsel psychologically or spiritually. Everyone will be blessed by its insights.”

—William M. Watson, SJ, DMin, president/founder: Sacred Story Institute, author of Forty Weeks and The Sacred Story

“Whether you are single, newly married, or an old-timer, this book will bring light to the complex and mysterious world of love and marriage. And what’s even better, it will deepen the understanding of life’s most important relationship—the one we have with ourselves. Thank you, Michael Gurian, for a practical, passionate, and inspiring manual on love!”

—Dr. Shimi Kang, psychiatrist and author of The Self-Motivated Kid
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For Gail, Gabrielle, and Davita


Human beings have a common nature, a set of shared unconscious tendencies or potentialities that are encoded in our DNA and that evolved because they were of use to our forebears millions of years ago. We are not aware of these predispositions, but they still motivate our actions. . . .

—HELEN FISHER, PHD, AUTHOR OF ANATOMY OF LOVE

In love, it would be so much easier if we could just remain self-contained and establish an impeccable set of conditions to protect us from risk . . . or, on the other hand, completely lose ourselves in merging together with our partner. Yet both these alternatives undermine love, for they destroy the tension between self and other, known and unknown, that love actually thrives on.

—JOHN WELWOOD, PHD, AUTHOR OF LOVE AND AWAKENING



Introduction


The Surprising Secret of Love

The truth dazzles gradually, or else the world would be blind.

—Emily Dickinson

Ben and I walked together on a side street near my office. Some men just need to be moving around physically in order to reach deeply inward and find their voice. Ben, thirty-six, is one of those men. His marriage of seven years appears to be failing even though he and Amy, thirty-five, have just had a baby girl. As we walk, Ben says, “No matter what we do, we fight. We just may not be right for each other. What should I do?” he asks. “I don’t know what to do.” Over the weekend, Amy asked him to move out of their apartment, which he did. This is the second time in five years that they have separated. Amy has not kept today’s counseling appointment, but Ben decided to keep it.

As we walk I respond by challenging Ben, “What do you think is missing in your relationship? What do you think you and Amy should do?” He, Amy, and I have discussed the difficulties in the marriage, and at least on the surface, both people do know what is missing and what to do. He breathes in deeply, sighs as he lets air out, then keeps silent for a while. Finally he says, “Yes, okay, I know what’s going on. Amy knows. But doing something about it may be too hard. I’m not sure if we’re too far gone to save us from just becoming another divorce statistic. I’m not sure if it isn’t all too complicated.”

I don’t respond. We keep walking. He thinks things through. As we circle back to my office, he is still internally processing. When we arrive back at my office, we talk more and I give him some relationship homework, letting him know that I see hope for him and Amy. He promises to return to counseling, and he hopes Amy will return with him (which she does three weeks later). Months pass and the couple does not divorce. In the fourth month of therapy, things seem to have changed for the better. Ben moves back into their apartment. He and Amy become happier. They have conflicts, but less rancorous ones—conflicts that now involve less overreaction than before and that are more protective than before of the couple’s love.

The three of us meet again on a Friday that is clement enough for another walk. We move together through the side streets and up to a park near my office. We sit on the grass, pigeons coming around looking for handouts.

I ask, “Are you glad you did these months of work?”

Amy nods. “I’m glad. It’s subtle, and it’s difficult, but it’s good. We can see what’s going on now. Hopefully we’ll be on guard from now on so we don’t fall back into the bad stuff.” I nod and she says something that reflects how deeply she and Ben have understood a secret to remaining in love: “From now on we’ll know how to avoid being too close for comfort.” She and Ben have seen something about both “intimacy” and “separateness” that may well ensure a long-lasting marriage. Months ago, an attorney and a reader of popular magazines that constantly provide tips for being more intimate with a lover, she told me she found it “just plain weird” (her words) that a marriage and family counselor would tell a couple having difficulty with intimacy that they were “too close.” Gradually, however, she has come to agree with the observation, as her comment today indicates.

I ask Ben if he can verbalize his understanding of what has happened in counseling and his marriage. Ben articulates his thoughts this way: “We need balance. When we take each other for granted, that’s bad, but when we get too close, we get scared and just generally make mayhem.” A physician’s assistant, Ben is also an avid comic book and graphic novel reader. The word “mayhem” doesn’t sound old-fashioned in his voice; rather, it helps him articulate how he and Amy become with one another when they do damage to their marriage.


The Counterintuitive Insight



Sigmund Freud famously mused, “Everywhere I go in psychology, the poets have been there before me.” In no area of focus might his observation be more universal than in the subject of love. Every poet has touched on it, as has, perhaps, every psychologist, so that if one reads millennia of literature, from the Song of Solomon and the Bhagavad Gita to the songs of Jay-Z or Ingrid Michaelson, from the writings of Freud and Jung to the advice of columnists in Cosmopolitan, the complexity of love is obvious. At least on the surface, a reader of poetry, psychological literature, and popular wisdom could come to believe that being in love and staying in love happen if we make sure to remain intimate. Often unknown to us is an equally useful secret to love hidden in all our poetic history, as well as the much newer field of psychology, and this is a secret that can feel counterintuitive until it is fully realized.

Like nearly every couple does at some point in their relationship, Amy and Ben had become so intimate with one another that they were forced into a power struggle, with resulting relational damage. My work with them was very much about helping them remain married via a balance of intimacy and separateness so that they did not become, as Ben had put it, “a divorce statistic.”


Facts to Ponder


While divorce is often quite necessary—it can breathe new life into our relationships, our identities, and our futures (and if we are in danger at our partner’s hands, it can save our lives)—still, statistics around divorce give us a clue to something we are missing about human love in the new millennium.

■ Approximately one in two American marriages ends in divorce.

■ The majority of people who go through a divorce do not report increased relational happiness one year after their divorce. They have solved some problems by divorcing, but within one to two years they feel many problems unsolved, and they often feel a huge loss of love.

■ Fifty percent of the recorded divorces occur between four and seven years after the wedding.

■ While in just over 10 percent of cases of marital dissolution there was significant addiction, abuse, mental illness, severe personality disorder, infidelity, and/or violence in the marriage, most divorces do not involve significant danger to children, spouse, or self. The ongoing pain of “lack of emotional fulfillment” is the most commonly expressed reason for divorce—a lack of satisfying affection in the bond of love felt in the coupled relationship by one or both people and accompanied by constant fighting and/or severe distancing.

The anthropologist Margaret Mead said, “I have been married and divorced three times and not one of them was a failure.” She was right. Divorce is not itself a failure, but looking at divorce gives us a lantern we can shine onto something missed in our marriage, relationships, and romance-oriented culture today. We’ve searched for and sometimes found, but just as often neglected, the secret to long-lasting love.


Redefining Intimacy



This book will gradually teach the idea and process of intimate separateness. Intimate separateness is the daily balance of two equally necessary components of natural human attachment, intimacy and separateness. If either is neglected, love will fail. Our culture tends to focus almost exclusively on closeness (what we tend to call “intimacy” and “romance”), so much so that millions of couples lack the balance of closeness and psychological separateness necessarily for long-lasting love. On wedding days, we promise to “be one with each other from now on,” but that oneness is only a part of love; and in many months or years of the marriage, the unbalanced search for the oneness of intimacy will actually doom the relationship.

Intimate separateness was, I believe, the age-old balanced form of love that our ancestors discovered unconsciously. To think about this, take a moment to recall your genetic family lines (go back at least one hundred years): those ancestors will have stayed married for reasons of physical survival, religious edict, economic need, and/or pressure from social norms. While, in many cases, these marital glues encouraged marriages in which gender power was not equal, our ancestors had an advantage we don’t have as regards long-lasting love: on their wedding day, because of the four factors listed above, our ancestors’ access to love was somewhat protected for life. If it took them many years to discover how to be happy together, that was fine—they had those years to burn because they were not going to divorce. Thus, our ancestors did not have to consciously discover and practice, within the first few years of their marriage, the secret to marital longevity; their lack of access to divorce ensured they would discover the secret someday.

We, today, do not have this luxury. We have to discover and practice consciously the secret our ancestors practiced relatively unconsciously. We have to choose intimate separateness a million times in a marriage. Thankfully (painfully, it will seem, for a while, until we understand it) our love, attachment, and intimacy with our partner will provide us multiple opportunities for that choosing—in a twelve-stage cycle of love we will explore in this book. To love well—to reach the rewarding later stages of love—we need to change our paradigm for what love really is. We have to:

1. take a conscious thinking step forward in our marriages regarding how we love; and

2. engage in a practical process of doing, acting, and practicing intimate separateness in daily life.

To these two ends, this book has been crafted so that you can use its insights and process in whatever of the twelve love-stages your relationship, romance, partnership, or marriage is in. You can also use it if you are divorced, and even if you have decided never to marry or remarry. Because intimate separateness is a paradigm reflecting a natural part of human growth (locked into the limbic brain, as we’ll see in scientific research), you can discover and use it no matter your circumstance.


Clinical Research in the Science of Love



A marriage and family counselor in my twenty-fifth year of private practice, I am also a husband of twenty-nine years and father of two grown daughters. I have practiced what I preach in this book, but the philosophy and methodology in these pages grow primarily from both scientific research and my observation of attachment needs in more than five hundred client cases. Some of these clients—with various details altered to protect privacy—will appear in this book. You’ll also meet couples and individuals who have responded to our Gurian Institute surveys, focus groups, and clinical work, as we have worked in hundreds of communities to train professionals, lead workshops, and launch pilot programs. And you’ll meet couples I have interviewed, as well as scientists and other experts who provide foundational information on how love works now, in the new millennium, with a specific lens on intimacy and separateness.

The secret explored in this book takes at least a few months to install in your marriage, and it represents an experiential road map for healthy, successful bonding (“resilient pair-bonding” is the clinical term) over the life span. When a couple like Amy and Ben does the work of altering its method of attachment to include equal parts intimacy and separateness, the couple discovers the secret to long-lasting love. Ben and Amy were able to do this over a period of six months, and it saved their marriage. They committed to doing many of the surveys, experiential work, and best practices in this book. From working with them and other couples you’ll meet as this book unfolds, I have developed the teachable process that appears in each chapter. But to be clear, this is not a rigid diet for which someone tells you exactly what to do. Instead, it will constantly need you to modify it to fit your circumstance. I’ll help you do that throughout our journey together.

As you explore and engage intimate separateness, the fact that the word “intimate” modifies “separateness” is important. Notice that “separateness” is the noun; “intimate” is the adjective. Without the noun where would the adjective go? What would it modify? The point is, without separateness (in all its simplicity and complexity) there will be much less love and intimacy for us past the seven-year or so mark of a relationship or marriage. Closeness is essential to love, yes. But the secret we’ve missed—not studied, and not mastered as individuals, couples, and a romance-oriented culture—is the secret of intimate separateness. This is the insight and process we’ll unpack and activate in this book.

However, there is a caveat: if you are in the first year or two of your present relationship, this book’s map of love will mainly be a map of the future, not the present. The reason is almost wholly biological: in the first weeks to about two years of a relationship with a lover (which constitutes the first of twelve stages of love we’ll look at in Chapter 4), our two brains are neurologically, biochemically, and psychologically directed toward “intense passion,” “you are mine, baby,” “we are soul mates,” and “you are more beautiful than love itself.” This amazing sensorial, emotional, and sexual intimacy, without balanced separateness, is necessary for the neurochemistry of attachment and pair-bonding to get set in the limbic system and, thus, throughout the brain “for life.” Not until the next eleven stages of couple attachment does intimate separateness become essential, and the subtle journey of psychological separateness will need to become a deep and abiding friend to our love if we want it to last.


Getting Started: Twenty Essential Questions



Before you turn to the first chapter of this book, consider taking a moment to set up a journal in a physical notebook, on your computer or tablet, or via voice recorder. This journaling—in whatever form you feel like doing it—can help you in three ways:

■ It can help you become a “love-scientist,” a steady, careful observer of your own and your partner’s pair-bonding methodology—becoming a careful student of your subtle ways of love is essential to the insight and practice advocated in this book.

■ Its activities can help you create a more satisfying relationship on a daily basis through experiential work during the months of this journey—those months of altered practice will then constitute a “new normal” and help you develop and maintain new habits for your relationship. Even if your relationship is in a very happy and satisfying state right now, you won’t regret doing this—all relationships face hardships at some point, and you’ll be ready.

■ It can become a permanent artifact of your love, a personal “bible” for how you live out your love relationship. You and your partner can share it as the years go by, including referring back to it when you may have recurring issues in the future.


Essential Questions Survey 1: Assessing Your Present Relationship



Answer these twenty questions as you study your present relationship. If you are not in a love relationship right now, think back to your previous one.

■ Do I/we get triggered by and overreact to (take personally) my/our partner’s words, tones, weaknesses, personality traits, or vulnerabilities—in other words, do I/we bug each other or feel significantly irritated or hurt by the other person’s traits? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do we criticize one another in public (and/or with friends)? Yes ___. No ___. If yes, which partner (or both partners) criticizes the other in public?

■ Do I/we have “domains” in which we (not our partner) are respected as the incontrovertible expert—that is, the partner mainly does, without much argument, what the other partner wants in that domain? Yes ___. No ___.

■ On the other hand, do I/we try to control one another’s “domains” and/or other aspects of individual life—that is, no domain is sacred, and we are both trying to be a boss of most domains? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do we have bonding rituals in place (date nights every week, lunches together, watching TV together, sex, holding hands at the dinner table) by which to keep our bond strong? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do we talk together at least once a day, if possible (including most days when one or both are traveling away from home), to catch up on what has happened and to hear one another’s voices? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do I/we say “I love you” a number of times per week to our partner, if not at least once a day? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do I/we praise one another at least a few times a week, if not at least once a day, in both private and public? Yes ___. No ___.

■ In the hidden agreements that help our marriage, do we allow each of us to be right in some of our marital conflicts (as opposed to needing to always or almost always be right)? Yes ___. No ___. If one partner needs to always be right, name that partner:_____________.

■ Do we apologize to one another within hours or, at most, a day, after hurting the other’s feelings? Yes ___. No ___. If the answer is no, which partner (or is it both partners?) does not apologize?

■ Do I/we assume the best of the other and so, generally, forgive one another’s stress-filled overreactions? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do I/we generally assume the best of ourselves and so, generally, forgive our own stress-filled overreactions? Yes ___. No ___.

■ In heterosexual couples, do I/we fully understand and make concessions to accommodate the significant brain differences in the ways women and men practice love and intimacy? Yes ___. No ___.

■ In same-sex couples, do I/we notice a natural gravitation toward different approaches to problems, including masculine and feminine, and is that okay with us? Yes ___. No ___. If no, which partner is most uncomfortable with “being different from the other”?

■ Is criticism and judgment my default position with my partner—that is, rather than seeing the best intentions in my partner’s actions, do I tend to see him or her as mistake-prone? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Is criticism and judgment my partner’s default position with me? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Are we verbally fighting about something five times a week or more? (“Verbally fighting” indicates actual vehement argument rather than fun jesting, joking, teasing, bickering.) Yes ___. No ___.

■ Are we having relatively satisfying sex, even if, as we age, we are not having it as frequently as before? Yes ___. No ___. If sex is not satisfying, are we able to discuss sexual needs without any rancor? Yes ___. No ___.

■ Do we enjoy hearing what one another is thinking and feeling about love, children, friends, work, and other important things at least a few times per week? Yes ___. No ___. If no, does one or both of us not like the sound of the other’s voice?

■ Do we pay compliments to one another in public and in the company of friends? Yes ___. No ___. If not, which partner (or both partners) does not give compliments in public?

Take time to answer these questions, even the somewhat repetitive ones (repetition is important for getting at similar things in different ways); as you do so, write or tell specific memories and stories in your journal. As you move forward in this book, return at times to this first survey.

I will provide Essential Questions (EQ) surveys and other tools in each chapter of the book so that you have ample opportunity to apply what you are discovering in a sequential way as you commit to studying your own ways of love, becoming a love-scientist about the relationship you know best, and changing what needs to be changed. In following this process, you should feel new worlds of emotion and new possibilities of resilience, happiness, and love emerge in your relationship and yourself.

As you complete this survey and the others, please work hard not to make a judgment about any of your answers right away. Hold your answers in your journal (or in your mind), modify them as you have new insights about them, and discuss them with your partner, friend, mentor, counselor, and/or another person. Let these surveys function not as end statements of how things are or will be forever, but as lights you can shine in front of you during your journey.


Little Differences Have Big Consequences



One of Gail’s and my closest friends, Kathy Stevens, passed away at sixty-two after a two-and-a-half-year battle with cancer. In her life, she accomplished many things, including living, even toward the end, with a great sense of humor. Married twenty-two years in her first marriage, and fifteen years in her second, she was very wise about love. As executive director of the Gurian Institute for twelve years, she guided many of our projects and provided training and classes in which she told the following story.

“A couple from Minnesota decided to go to Florida to thaw out during one particularly icy winter. They decided to stay at the very same hotel where they had spent their honeymoon two decades before. Because of hectic work schedules, it was tough to coordinate flying down to Florida together, so the husband flew first, with his wife ticketed to come the next day. When the husband got to Florida and to the hotel, he found free Wi-Fi access in the room, so he sent his wife an email from his laptop. However, he accidentally left out one letter in her email address; without realizing his error, he sent the email.

“Meanwhile, in Houston, a widow had just returned home from her husband’s funeral. He was a minister of many years who died after a sudden heart attack. The widow decided to check her email, expecting messages from relatives and friends. After reading the first email, she fainted. Her grown children rushed into the room, found their mother on the floor, and saw the computer screen which read:

To: My Loving Wife

Subject: I’ve Arrived

Date: February 2

I know you’re surprised to hear from me. They give free Wi-Fi access in the rooms here so I am sending you an email. When I checked in, I saw that everything has been prepared for your arrival tomorrow. Looking forward to seeing you then! Hope your journey is as uneventful as mine was.

P.S. Sure is hot down here!

I love to tell this story in relationship workshops because it not only leads to some chuckles but also shows how a little thing can make a huge difference. One missing element in an email address can reconstruct a whole reality. So it is with marriage, love, and intimacy. A little change can make a big difference.

I hope you will allow the paradigm of intimate separateness to be the “little thing” that you change in your process of loving another person and being loved. As you do, that little thing will expand into a glue in your relationship that you might call, looking back on the process years later, real love.



PART I

The Secret to Real Love

Intimate Separateness

Some risks you cannot afford to take, but there are some risks you cannot afford not to take.

—Peter Drucker



Chapter 1


The Intimate Separateness Paradigm

A BALANCE OF INTIMACY AND SEPARATENESS CREATES A HAPPY MARRIAGE

Angela, forty-five, and Harry, forty-seven, came to see me about their son Mark, twelve. As they told me about Mark’s issues I found the couple to be friendly and forthright but distressed. Mark had been evaluated for ADHD and anxiety, and the specialist concluded: “I don’t think he has ADD/ADHD and I don’t think he has a clinical condition on the anxiety issues that needs medication right now, but let’s watch this. He is definitely more anxious that his siblings.” Given that Angela’s father and Angela herself had both been treated for anxiety, Angela and Harry knew that this vulnerability fit with the family genetics.

My first session with the couple—which mainly involved discussions about Mark—revealed that this was a family of high performers. Angela had a master’s degree in history and now worked in the software world. “As a woman and a black woman,” she said, “there is a lot of pressure. I want to model to my kids how strong a black woman can be.” Harry was clearly very proud of her accomplishments. He said, “Angela is a dynamo. Nothing holds her back.”

Harry was an engineer in fiber optics. He traveled for his work more than Angela did, but also confessed to enjoying being home more now than before—his company had moved its headquarters to another city, but allowed him to remain in town and work remotely for most of the week. Angela complimented Harry, mentioning that Harry wouldn’t admit it, but as a black man there was also a lot of pressure on him as a father and husband.

“But we’re not here about either of us or our marriage,” Angela said, “we’re here about Mark.” She reported that they had a younger son and a daughter older than Mark, and all three siblings were doing pretty well, but Mark had begun, over the last couple years, to fight with both his younger brother and, especially, with Angela. “I don’t know if it’s just his anxiety, or what,” Harry agreed, “but something’s getting worse and worse in the family. Mark’s sucking everyone down into his moods. It’s creating issues for me and Angie.” Angela summed up the situation this way: “What’s going on between Mark and his younger brother could just be sibling rivalry, you know, Mark wanting my attention, all that; but what’s going on with Mark and me is crossing the line. He’s screaming at me, always angry at me, and . . . well . . . sometimes . . . acting kind of like his dad.”

In this comment emerged a new topic of conversation, a topic appearing as a thin seam of light under an important doorway. Harry, as one would expect, responded defensively. “Now wait a minute, I don’t scream at you, I’m not a rager, don’t go in that direction; I just get angry, and I get intense.” Angela admitted he didn’t rage, but now, as the discussion continued, his anger became a topic, so much so that Harry did ultimately admit that he had been getting more irritated over the last year at both his son Mark and his wife, Angela.

This admission meant a great deal to Angela. “Now,” she suggested, “we can get to the heart of what’s going on.” She confessed that she was worried for the couple’s marriage, worried that Harry would just keep getting angrier and make the marriage untenable. Harry said to Angela in response, “I get angry, dammit, because of what’s going on with you. You and Mark both make me the bad guy all the time. If you’re at work or not around, Mark and I are great together and there’s no tension in the family. I tell him, ‘Look, life’s gonna knock you down harder than I ever can, so you need resilience and accountability, not overprotection.’ I’m hard on him that way, but he gets it. Then you come home and you and Mark get all weird together, and I try to get some boundaries set again, and I’m the bad guy! You even make me the bad guy right now, saying I’m gonna ruin our marriage. It’s not right!”

Angela sat silently for a minute with that comment. Then all of us remained silent, looking into the possibility that our counseling might move toward other rooms of this family’s house than Mark’s.

After this brief silence, Angela made a courageous admission: “Yes, Harry has become the bad guy.” She agreed that she did know from talking to all three children that when she wasn’t home, things were calmer. This admission, like the whole conversation thus far, raised my antennae not only regarding Mark but also the bond between Angela and Harry. I saw a pattern I see in many couples, one that creates a lead-in for the concepts and benefits of the intimate separateness paradigm.


Separateness and the Psychology of Attachment



To understand intimate separateness as a working paradigm for your relationships, it is important to begin the process (one I will support with new insights and strategies throughout this book) of “mind-expanding” about love. This new thinking is especially needed in our era because, if you read popular-culture offerings on relationships, marriage, and love, you may notice that books, programs, magazine articles, and TV shows often tend to look at the “intimacy” side of relationships with an eye toward teaching better communication and conflict skills that directly increase intimacy. While this is invaluable and essential work, and while the book you are reading could not have been written without all the previous work done on intimacy and attachment in the field, you do not tend to hear the word “separateness” used nearly as much as the word “intimacy.” This lack is killing our marriages. “Separateness” is, as we’ll show in this chapter, at least one-half or more of attachment and intimacy. In working as a culture to give people tips for feeling more intimate with one another in the short term, we have neglected to discuss the other half of attachment; this other half needs to be activated at some time before the two-year mark of a bond and kept active through the couple’s life together. It is the second part of the intimate-separateness paradigm, the one we tend to know the least about.

Attachment Theory and Intimate Separateness

If you are a parent and haven’t yet run across attachment theory in your exploration of your adult/relational love, you will have undoubtedly come across it in books about raising your children. Mary Ainsworth, Margaret Mahler, Louise Kaplan, John Bowlby, T. Berry Brazelton, Melanie Klein, and others have taught us that humans attach to people we love by bonding intimately with our “bonding-object” (our child) while the child goes through all the stages of the parent-child pair-bond with us (and we with him or her), including the other half of attachment—when the child compels us gradually into the separateness required for successful adult life. As attachment pioneer Louise Kaplan, author of Oneness and Separateness, notes, both oneness and separateness equally, not one or the other, collaborate to give the growing individual child “rein to discover his (her) place in the world.” With oneness alone, the child will be psychologically engulfed and can’t develop well; with separateness alone, the child will be neglected and also, thus, undeveloped. From the healthy experience of both oneness and separateness come the resilience and passion to be an individual in the world who can find happiness and success while retaining the family love and connection that give security and unconditional love.

Try to recall how this relates to your experiences with your own children or in your own childhood. If you do not have children, remember as far back as you can to your bond with your mother or father. If you have children, remember your infant’s utter connection to you, then recall the terrible twos, when the child separated from you psychologically to explore the world and begin developing a self. Recall adolescent-parent relationships—how the child separated even further from you.

Many parents come to realize—sometimes, unfortunately, not until children are grown—that if, in a child’s childhood or adolescence, one or both parents “hold on too tight” (remain too close), they may lose the child’s respect, love, and attention—the child may even come to “hate” the parents. At the same time, in the parent-adolescent attachment, if parents pull too far away from the toddler or adolescent—if they don’t provide adequate presence and connection with the child—that young adult may be traumatized by the neglect, get into moral and behavioral trouble, and even, perhaps, become so distant as to rarely speak to his or her parents again later in life.

The Science of Pair-Bond Attachment in a Nutshell

Contemporary science of the human brain has taken the early work of attachment theorists to new places, opening up even deeper possibilities for people in marriage and coupled relationships to understand what the heck is going on when we love as adults. Without this new science, I would not have been able to develop the intimate-separateness paradigm. Research now shows us that on both sides of the attachment equation, what happens between parents and children also happens in adult pair-bonds. If I work seventy hours a week and become much too distant from my soul mate, I will lose that mate; also (here is the hidden secret of love), if I push to be too intimate with my soul mate’s psyche, I will, like a parent with a child, engulf him or her, become too entangled, lose my soul mate’s unconditional love and respect, and never quite know why.

Neuroscientists Daniel Amen, Daniel Siegel, Tracey Shors, Helen Fisher, Shelley Taylor, and Allan Schore, among many others, have used brain scans and biochemical analysis to watch bonding, separation, and stress-reaction patterns in the human brain as it navigates human attachment in both childhood and adulthood. These scientists have discovered that the reason adult pair-bonds mirror parent-child attachment lies in:

1. the limbic brain (our midbrain, which handles our emotions and senses at their most basic, instinctive levels)

2. our biochemical reactions, such as the processing of dopamine in the brain

3. the cerebral cortex (the thinking, talking, and imaginative parts of the brain that wrap around the limbic system)

4. the brain stem (the control system that maintains physiological measures such as blood pressure and body temperature)

Scientists have discovered that the brain and body in love with a soul mate so mimics parent-child attachment that when a person in the pair-bond feels “impinged” (i.e., our partner is getting too psychologically close to us, trying to control us, trying to “get in our heads,” trying to entangle his or her self with ours, trying to get us to talk about feelings all the time), our anxieties and angers (in blood flow in the brain, biochemical arrays, and physical and nervous sensation) get triggered in the same way a child’s does when a parent will not allow healthy separateness during the terrible twos or during adolescence. Our adult brain responds to our lover’s impingement by self-protecting: stimulating us to try to pull away emotionally from the impinging party and move to the periphery of emotional life and drama in order to regroup and protect the self.

Similarly, our brains mirror parent-child attachment when we feel “rejected” by our lover (i.e., our partner isn’t paying healthy attention to us, devalues us through neglect and abandonment)—we feel too distant or “far away” from our lover (feeling like we are “falling out of love”). This is also tracked in the brain and bloodstream. We get emotionally triggered toward anxiety, even depression, and now we may try to get rid of this fear and pain by trying, again, to become closer and closer emotionally to our partner, trying to more constantly engage our partner, whether overtly or through passive-aggressive means. We might feel or say, “We’re too far away. We need to rekindle our intimacy. I’m worried about us. I don’t feel loved.” The pain of not getting enough intimacy is felt acutely, and it can be insatiable.

Our limbic brain (the “paralimbic system”) in the middle of our heads is triggering a replay of parent-child attachment patterns in brain and bloodstream in either case, whether we get too little closeness for psychological health or too much. Fortunately, we adults-in-love carry within us a source of power in the cerebral cortex, especially the orbito-frontal, prefrontal, and frontal lobes that we did not have when we were little children: We can take control of the attachment dynamic in modern love. We can make the choice to learn the balance of oneness and separateness our particular marriage needs. We can choose to incorporate a balanced intimate-separateness paradigm in our marriage.

We can choose to balance intimacy and separateness more quickly than parents and children often do—some children take twenty or so years after adolescence is over to discover a healthy balance of intimacy and separateness with parents, and some parent-child adult pairs never do find a balance, constantly stuck in tension with one another. We lovers need to choose to use the intimate-separateness paradigm as soon as possible in our love relationship if it is to thrive. By doing so, we will be best protecting long-term attachment. If we do the work of understanding and incorporating this quickly, we can discover and practice the secret of loving attachment before our personal issues become rancorous. We can rescue our love from both too much distance and too much closeness before the deficiencies of either one do our love irreparable harm.


THE WONDER OF SEPARATENESS

Recognizing and then mastering the pull of the self to be both intimate and separate is the most subtle kind of psychological work we do as adults. It is intriguing for me to be a part of this dance with patients because it represents the essence of the unconscious internal experience people are having while they are living their everyday lives in a relationship. This is true in all relationships, by the way. We are doing this two-sided attachment not just in the bedroom or in the home, with children, lovers, and spouses, but we are doing it also with colleagues in workplaces, with friends, with elderly parents, with leaders and other countries. We just don’t realize it. We are all in a constant state of wanting to be intimately connected while also needing to be separate, self-contained, and free.

—Adie Goldberg, MEd, MSW, coauthor of It’s a Baby Girl! and It’s a Baby Boy!




The Angry Partner and the Anxious Partner



Throughout this book, I will do with you as I do with clients—guide you in becoming a “love-scientist” who can become increasingly able to study your relationships with tracking mechanisms in place for recognizing primal, limbic brain patterns in the emotional character of your self-development and the emotional mechanisms of your pair-bond with your partner. As you engage in this process, you may notice that tracking the intimacy part of your marriage or love relationship is often easier than tracking the separateness part. One reason for this lies in the culture around us: our media constantly urge us to look for greater intimacy (every day a new “emotional diet plan” comes out in a magazine that promises to help us be more intimate). This popular approach can work decently in the short term, but we also need tracking mechanisms for understanding the other half of attachment. We have to become good at answering the question, “Okay, I get that intimacy is crucial to love, but now tell me: What would healthy separateness feel like for me and my mate?”

The first major tracking tool I want to share with you in this book is captured in the title of this section and in the example of Angela and Harry. While in all cases of marital distress both partners feel both anxiety and anger at various times, most couples also tend to “divide the emotional labor” into ways they express their distress. One partner often tends toward overtly showing more anxiety (rumination, worry, verbalizations/requests regarding intimacy, or the verbal or nonverbal need to be reassured that the intimacy felt in the relationship is just fine). The other partner may tend to show more overt anger (harsh tone, abrupt sentences, angry facial cues, harsh boundary setting that can push away the anxious partner). The more verbally inclined “worrier” may indeed be quite angry internally while the more overtly harsh or angry partner may be quite worried (anger is often a form of crying), as was the case with Angela, who ruminated and worried, and Harry, who was more harsh and set more abrupt boundaries.

Please take a moment to look into your relationship and answer these two questions:

■ Is one of us ruminating more and thus getting more overtly anxious as the months and years pass (worrying more overtly, talking more about what’s wrong)?

■ Is one of us getting angrier (losing temper more or becoming more irritable)?

If you are both doing both equally, then note that observation in your journal or your mind, as well. Usually, however, you’ll see at least a sixty-forty split in the behaviors and internal experiences.

The angry partner (often the male but certainly not always) is frequently easiest to spot, and so becomes the more outwardly culpable in our present marital approach to intimacy issues. In fact, because of this pattern in American relationships especially, the first half of this book mainly features couples in which the husband (male) tends to be the angry (and/or emotionally withdrawn) partner at the time of presentation (when I meet the couple). In Part II, I introduce couples who fit other patterns, including the angrier woman and the more passive or overtly ruminating and emotional man.

One reason I believe it is important to study carefully the male-is-angry-and-withdrawn/female-is-anxious-and-worrying trend is because research at the University of Washington and elsewhere has corroborated that men tend to present or be presented in therapy, by their wives, as the more angry partner. The woman in heterosexual couples and the more feminine partner in homosexual couples more often presents, initially at least, as carrying more of the overt anxiety in the relationship. We need to look at this carefully and peel back the presenting anger/anxiety pattern—a secret hides behind it. As you read this material, rest assured that I know I am generalizing based on the research; if your situation fits “angry woman” and “anxious man,” please alter this material to fit your situation. But no matter which partner is predominantly angrier and which partner is predominantly more anxious, the analysis of intimacy and separateness applies.

With Angela and Harry, the man was the more obviously angry partner. Because of this, a previous therapist had focused mainly on helping Harry to curtail his anger. This therapeutic approach can make sense in the short term; especially when a man with a loud voice and somewhat scarier approach to nurturance of families is the “angry partner,” a couple’s therapy tends to focus on him. As John Gottman’s “Love Labs” (a marriage laboratory) at the University of Washington have shown, if a man constantly and angrily criticizes his wife or partner for prolonged periods, the couple is likely to divorce. (Throughout this book we will continue to look at how to help men and women curtail their anger.)

Simultaneously, what partners often miss is that attached couples naturally tend to divide emotional labor between themselves—this happens unconsciously, in our limbic brain: one partner often shows more anxiety and one tends to show more anger—and if the marriage is under stress, this division of labor can point to a lack of the intimate-separateness paradigm. When I see the anger/anxious pattern with clients, I immediately think, “Okay, this is natural to these personalities but, also, is there a deeper reason the psychological labor is being divided—that is, is there the hidden stressor in this attachment, the lack of a balance of intimacy and separateness, that both people are reacting to, even though in their different ways?”

This questioning becomes even more specific as I try to explore the sources of the anger. In helping the couple, I am asking, “What is behind that male (or female, if the angry partner is female) anger?” Men are basically protective and caring people; they are fundamentally well-attached, empathic, compassionate, and loving, so if a man is constantly angry at and pushing away his spouse, we need to try to figure out why. In the case of Angela and Harry, Angela’s anxiety was as causative of marital distress as was Harry’s anger. Here, now, is another counterintuitive insight (especially in the context of contemporary relationship culture, which focuses so heavily on male anger): while concentrating on male (or female) anger is worthy and essential (and as you’ll see below, we don’t let Harry off the hook), we often miss the fact that the wife’s surges of rumination and anxiety may be stimulating protective male anger and boundary-setting, which is actually quite healthy and crucial to the marriage’s survival, rather than destructive. The destruction will happen in the marriage if the husband’s anger is not understood and “mined” for all its potential gold.

The Clue to a Subtle Collaboration

When one person is worrying a lot and the other is angry a lot, they are actually collaborating to try to solve a marital problem. The way two loving people will collaborate (unconsciously) during marital distress generally depends on elements in all three selves: sources in nature, nurture, and culture. As you’ll see in a moment, Angela’s worrying and anxiety came from at least these three sources in herself as she collaborated with Harry in the relationship distress:

1. The anxious partner, in this case Angela, is often genetically prone to anxiety via an increase of brain activity in certain brain centers, such as the cingulate gyrus (an attention/rumination center in the brain) and left side of the amygdala (a stress-response center in the brain). These genetic tendencies come with a person’s genome at conception, are formatted in utero via DNA to RNA transfer, and, thus, enter the personality or “self” before birth.

2. The anxious partner may have been nurtured in childhood in such a way that she developed an increased tendency toward worry, rumination, and anxiety in later life. She may have been cultivated in this direction by one or more anxious parents or caregivers; and/or she suffered traumas early in life that increased anxiety functioning in the brain.

3. The anxious partner’s present culture, environment, and lifestyle may create conditions that increase anxiety (alcohol, drug abuse, or another toxin) and/or she may have bought into a gender stereotype, in which a woman is supposed to be the more passive, anxious, worrying partner so that her spouse can “take care of her.” This buy-in can be quite unconscious, of course, and operative even in a very “strong” personality—one in which a woman is powerful in her workplace and even her marriage and family life, yet can trigger an anxious approach to love via environment, lifestyle, or cultural imprinting.

For his part, and for similar, different, and complementary reasons in nature, nurture, and culture, the partner in Harry’s position (not always the male, of course, but we will use the male pronoun here) may become more “fight or flight” in his approach, less prone to anxious, verbal rumination, and more prone to quick bursts of anger, territory or boundary setting, and paternal nurturance. (I’ll explore genetically constructed male/female brain differences in more depth in Chapter 3.) He may be more overtly loud when relational boundaries are not adhered to (as Harry was with the adolescent son, Mark).

In the case of Angela and Harry, both felt anxious and both at times felt angry, and both had strong personalities, but Harry became the “bad guy” (more overt anger, more obvious boundary setting) and Angela became more anxious (more ruminating, more verbally worried), the “victim.” This couple was very lucky that their son Mark’s anxieties entered the couple’s marriage. Mark’s issues uncovered a host of conflicts in the adult world, which had gone unnoticed until Angela and Harry became entrenched in a difficult attachment pattern of anxiety/anger around their son. Because of Mark, the couple came to a critical moment in their ability to bond for life, and they decided to work deeply on reframing that ability, asserting emotional choice-making in new ways, and evolving their attachment into new stages of marriage. They decided especially to study how to use the intimate-separateness paradigm, including, initially, understanding more about the importance of emotional separateness than they ever had before.


We Are Much Too Close but Don’t Realize It



The secret Angela and Harry learned was that both of them, like so many couples, were much too close, too intimate for their love to flourish. Their process of becoming too close had happened, they learned in therapy, in these three steps.

Step 1: While both Angela and Harry felt some marital discomfort, one partner (Angela) felt it more constantly, and in response, she kept trying to get closer and closer emotionally to the other partner, Harry, and to the son Mark. More intimacy (more talking about feelings, more emotional and sensorial connection) was her unconscious solution to issues; she pressed harder and harder for it, immersing herself in her husband’s and son’s ways of being, trying to alter and move both husband and son toward greater closeness with her.

Step 2: Without anyone realizing it, Harry and Mark responded by instituting more boundaries, more territorial markers, more distance as Angela pressed them anxiously for more closeness. These boundaries had the opposite effect of what Angela wanted. She wanted to increase intimacy and closeness, but instead, as her husband and son held their boundaries somewhat angrily, she felt even more pushed away, left out, abandoned. As she got more anger from father and son over months (even a year or more), she felt what I have come to call intimacy anxiety—nervousness, fear, and anxiousness about the decreasing intimacy, which creates a desperation for more closeness and intimacy.

Almost all of this happened unconsciously; remember, there was nothing “wrong” with what Angela did or felt—she was following her own nature, nurture, and culture instincts—but in her heightened state of stress and anxiety, absent an understanding of the intimate-separateness paradigm, she misread the signals of her partner and child, and she saw their separateness as a relationship killer. She did not understand how her intimacy anxiety was negatively affecting her relationships, as she constantly begged husband and son to please “open up to me,” “tell me what’s going on,” “let me in.”

This went on for Angela, Harry, and Mark for just under a year. For other couples and families, it can go on for many years. My research shows that if this goes on for a year or more, the family relationships enter at least a low-grade state of crisis in which the worrier will feel almost constantly anxious about the attachments in her life—she’ll be worried they will end.

Step 3: Angela’s partner and son met her constant anxiety and pleadings to be let into their emotional selves by becoming even angrier. Harry and Mark ratcheted up their boundary setting and their development of “separateness” (separated, independent selves). They both asserted to Angela (mostly unconsciously, through anger) that from now on they would not increase emotional vulnerability and thus become enmeshed and engulfed in Mom’s anxious needs.

A key point to make here (something often missed in our popular-psychology culture) is that, just as Mom’s approach was not wrong, neither was Dad’s or son’s. Harry (unconsciously) chose his angry course for many of his own personal permutations of the nature, nurture, and culture. He did what he had to do in order to both repair the pair-bond issues he faced with his wife and raise his son in the way he felt a father should most helpfully do. He became entrenched in pursuing separateness as much as Angela was entrenched in pushing for intimacy.

The end result was at least one marital year of a very tense situation in which Angela wanted more intimacy, Harry wanted more separateness, and they both scared each other constantly with these demands. Both partners at times switched approaches, of course—Harry becoming overtly anxious and worrying aloud and Angela becoming angry and harsh, but in general, the division of emotional labor occurred in their marital collaboration; gradually, both partners began looking for options by which to end the constant tension. Fortunately this need brought them into therapy, even though they initially thought that the only issue in their family was their son’s anxiety.


YOUR INSIGHTS

What I’ve learned is that healthy separateness protects me from getting sucked into my partner’s deepest fears. I am still sympathetic and loving, but I don’t get pulled down there into that darkness with all those other demons.

I didn’t used to be able to stay solid and separate. I used to think if we love each other, we should share every demon, every fear, you know, but I have my own fears to deal with. In my first marriage, I became the woman who got so wrapped up in my husband’s feelings and pains that I took them into myself as my own demons. Then, I had both his and my own demons to carry. We couldn’t survive that.

I’m with a new partner now, and we are very close, but we don’t get sucked in. This is a second marriage for both of us, and we learned some things. We made some agreements. If I have any advice for people about this, it’s to make sure to become happy and separate before your heart gets broken by your partner’s fears and terrors. And I can promise you, they will break you if you let them.

—Rita Maria, 39



Part of my job as a marriage counselor was to help Angela and Harry understand their invisible marital collaboration of anger and anxiety. In that invisible tension, the natural separateness tugs of a man and a son had triggered significant anxiety in the woman and mother, but no one realized it. In showing the couple this invisible world and its tensions, I had to do something that is very difficult for anyone who provides therapy to do: I had to say, “It is very possible that Harry’s anger is something of a stressor, but also that Angela’s anxiety is a far greater stressor than you realize.” Saying this was complex for a number of reasons, all of which show the difficulty of understanding love in our era.

Previous therapy had targeted Harry as the person who did not know how to be intimate, so it took some time to convince Angela that the “male” approach to emotion she distrusted was just as valuable as her own. In fact, Chapter 3 of this book, which compares the limbic brains of males and females, shows male and female distinct approaches to power struggles in marriage; without the gender science, PET scans, SPECT scans, and biochemical research to back me up, Angela would not initially believe that her approach to intimacy was actually a major cause of her marital distress.

Thankfully, Angela did ultimately open her awareness to it. She did come to embrace this approach, and Harry made necessary changes as well so the relationship could find a good balance going forward.

An Invisible World

In order to be both honest about and empathic with Angela’s position, we looked closely at how love can’t grow and evolve without understanding the paradigm behind the emotionally collaborative patterns and triggers this couple experienced. We explored how neither Angela’s nor Harry’s unconscious instincts toward anger and anxiety were wrong, because they are both instinctual—wired into the two brains. As I worked with this couple, I confessed that part of my job was to help them increase not only their emotional intelligence but also their marital intelligence: their ability to study the emotional and attachment instincts each brought to the marriage and to work with them, not against them, so that they could incorporate a balanced intimate-separateness paradigm in their marital work and life going forward. Indeed, we agreed in therapy that it was a good thing that Angela was anxious and Harry was angry. If not for these reactions, the couple might never grow, evolve, or stay married.

To go into this with the couple, I introduced them to the attachment specialists we mentioned earlier—John Bowlby, Allan Schore, Louise Kaplan, and others. We discussed how attachment cycles of “oneness” (intimacy) and “separateness” (separate self) are initially wired into our limbic systems, central nervous systems, and neocortex in utero (through genetic influences before we are born). Angela and Harry were particularly moved by a “bottom line” in this research that was captured by renowned attachment specialist John Bowlby in theory, then proven by neuroscientists such as Allan Schore, who study the brain via neural scans. In both theory and practice, scientists have discovered that adaptive attachment behavior is hardwired into our interpersonal neurobiology—it is wired into us. Thus, we are living in attachment patterns that both cower and revel in the midbrain areas of adaptive instinct so deeply rooted in us that we cannot turn some switch on and off (we cannot utter magic words) in order to fully survive, thrive, communicate, collaborate, grow, adapt, and love. Instead, we unconsciously collaborate with our partners in instinctive attachment patterns far more common in contemporary pair-bonds than we may realize. If we can increase our marital intelligence about them, as Angela and Harry did, we can quite literally change our own worlds of love and give us access to new (and age-old) paradigms for making love last.


Increasing Your Marital Intelligence with a New Lens



Look into your relational microscope. Do you see anger or anxiety collaboration in your marriage? Get the help you need to look at your love-relationship patterns. Look for patterns that have lasted for six months to a year or more. As you see the patterns, you will increase your marital intelligence. You’ll perhaps say, “Wow, look at that: we’ve been doing that for a year now; it was a reflection of instinct, a pattern, and there must be wisdom in it for us. Let’s see it as positive, let’s plumb the depths of it, and let’s come back up and out of the pain of this with a new way of relating.” If you choose this course, you will most likely be ready to take a next step in your love relationship: you will need to study a root pattern of your marital relationship: the enmeshment/abandonment cycle.

The anger/anxiety collaboration in the marriage between Angela and Harry was a clue to this deeper way in which these two people had become “too close.”


The Enmeshment/Abandonment Cycle



Angela and Harry were dangerously “close” to one another in that they were psychologically enmeshed. In enmeshment, two people become entangled in one another’s emotions; they become so entangled psychologically that their personal boundaries become unclear, porous, and permeable. Generally, this psychological state feels uncomfortable for one person more quickly than for the other and triggers survival instincts—a “pulling away” from the emotional entanglement. Meanwhile, to the other partner, the pulling away can feel like abandonment, which is very frightening. Thus, in this cycle, the two selves are, in other words, so intertwined that they become oppressive psychologically to one another’s individual growth, but when they try to pull apart, a deep fear of abandonment arises in at least one partner. Enmeshment and abandonment are, thus, two sides of the same coin.

Though it involved a woman (she unconsciously pushing toward more emotional enmeshment) and a man (he unconsciously pushing for more distancing and emotional abandonment), this “oppression” in Angela’s and Harry’s marriage was not “power oppression,” the kind of enslavement we are most familiar with in feminist theory, academic research, and popular culture—a subjugation that is about one gender trying to make the other inferior in order to feel ascendant. The psychological oppression of too much closeness in enmeshment cycles is not generally about economic or social power per se but, rather, about psychological safety: without the feeling of safety and security in marriage, two individuals cannot have long-lasting love.

In our contemporary marriages, the loss of that safety from psychological enmeshment happens constantly, but we don’t realize it. We focus on loss of romance, or angry males (or females), and on gender oppressions. These are important ideas about love, but we don’t realize how much of the distress in marriages has to do with the invisible world, the human unconscious (limbic brain) in which enmeshment is felt by one partner and abandonment is felt acutely by the other.

In a sense, the fact that we can see and focus on this cycle—and the need for the intimate-separateness paradigm in the face of it—is a gift of cultural and marital evolution. In marriage today, we have taken most of the “culture” out of love by giving couples relative freedom from the older economic, gender, and cultural necessities for marriage; from religious pressures to stay married; from physical survival needs for marriage; and from social norms against divorce. It is logical that we now must stay together because our love is strong, not for any other reason per se. And many of us do stay together for love. But for the vast majority of us (myself included), it is not possible to stay together for love beyond four, or seven, or ten years unless we notice that along with love’s primacy in long-term marriage comes the natural dark side of being in love. This dark side involves complex feelings of enmeshment at some times and of abandonment at other times. With love comes “being too close, too dependent, too much in love” and “being too distant, feeling rejected, feeling abandoned.” In both enmeshment and abandonment are the hidden feeling of being devalued as a separate self; and in the majority of cases of couple therapy I have been involved in, and in nearly every case I have read about (these number in the thousands), it involves the fear of abandonment and the fear of enmeshment. These fears (two sides of the same coin) occur often in modern love.
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