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Preface to the Revised Edition


by Margaret Paul, Ph.D.


After the initial publication of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? Jordan and I received many letters from readers. The letters were often similar in tone, reading, in essence: “Your marriage sounds just like ours. Did you put a microphone under our bed? What you are saying about intent and controlling and getting stuck in protective circles is so true for us. The problem I’m having is that I can’t seem to stay open in the face of fear. As soon as my fear comes up, I go right into my protections. How do I learn to stay open in the face of fear?”


This is a question we all struggle with. Around the time our book was first published, I was not doing a very good job of staying open in the face of my fears. Of course I knew about the intent to learn, and I believed in it deeply, but I couldn’t maintain it when fear came up. I would go right into my traditional protections—giving myself up, getting angry, or making myself busy as a way to avoid dealing with my feelings. I often felt like a scared child, feeling immobilized and not knowing what to do. I had no idea how to take care of that scared child within me, and no idea how to discover the loving action toward myself that would heal the fear.


I realized that something was missing in our relationship, that something wasn’t right; I prayed for guidance, for help in discovering the heart of the problem.


The answers to my concerns came soon after the publication of the first edition of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? In 1984, I met Dr. Erika Chopich, and we soon realized that we had each been developing parts of a profound inner healing process. By combining our work and thinking, the evolution of the Inner Bonding® spiritual healing process began.


As I worked with the Inner Bonding process, it became clear to me that, after twenty-five years of marriage, Jordan and I were on very different paths. Sometimes people who love each other find that over the years their directions change, and they need to go off on their own paths. We separated in 1989, attempted reconciliation in 1992, and finally divorced in 1994.


Despite our separation, we remain deeply committed to the theories discussed in Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? It forms the foundation of much of our later work, some of which is introduced in this revised edition.


I have been working with the Inner Bonding process personally and with clients for the past fifteen years, and I have been teaching it in workshops and five-day intensive training courses since 1992. I have discovered that until all of us are able to stay open to learning with our own pain and fear, we cannot possibly stay open to learning in conflict with another. I have discovered that there are two feelings we want to avoid at all costs and that all our protections stem from an attempt to avoid feeling these two feelings. These feelings are loneliness and helplessness.


Loneliness is not the same as aloneness. Aloneness is the feeling we have inside when we are disconnected from ourselves and from a spiritual source of comfort. We feel as if everything is on our shoulders, that we have to manage everything alone. Aloneness is something we can heal through learning to connect lovingly with ourselves and with a personal source of spiritual guidance. The Inner Bonding process is about learning how to heal our aloneness. It enables us to feel and experience that we are never alone.


Loneliness is a searingly painful feeling that radiates through the center of our being when we cannot connect lovingly with another, either because the other is closed or because there is no one available to us. When we have not learned how to manage loneliness, it touches off our infant experiences of being left alone, when we might have died if no one came. People who have not learned to manage loneliness in healthy ways often feel as if they will die if they have to feel this feeling. Feeling both alone and lonely leads to despair. Once you learn how to connect with yourself and with your spiritual guidance, loneliness becomes a very manageable feeling. Once you learn how to manage loneliness, you no longer fear it and no longer need to protect against it with addictive and controlling behavior.


When we were small, we were helpless, unable to take care of ourselves and influence others. All we had was our cry. If no one ever came to tend to us when we cried, we would have died. As we grow up, we are no longer helpless over caring for ourselves. However, we always remain helpless over others—over how they feel about us and treat us. Many people have a very hard time accepting that they are helpless over others but not over themselves. Helplessness, like loneliness, may feel like death. When we do not accept our helplessness over others, we continue to try to control them rather than take responsibility for ourselves.


We cannot create a loving relationship when our intent is to protect ourselves with some form of controlling behavior. We will continue to protect until we are strong enough internally to manage our loneliness and accept our helplessness over others—even when they are rejecting us or attempting to control us—while taking full responsibility for taking care of our own feelings. This is the heart of the message in the Inner Bonding process and in Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You?
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Preface to the Revised Edition


by Jordan Paul, Ph.D.


It’s been two decades since I sat in front of my Apple computer to work on Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? Although our rapidly changing world is reflected in both the notably different Apple I am now using and the significant changes in my life, the question posed in the book’s title remains one of life’s most fundamental dilemmas.


One of those significant changes occurred when, after twenty-five years, Margaret and I decided to end our marriage. The events were foreshadowed in 1989 with the publication of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? The Workbook, where we wrote, “As we took a closer look at our system, we began to discover the very difficult patterns that had developed between us. We had slipped into a codependent relationship.” Although I do not believe that every couple enmeshed in codependency needs to divorce to break free from that system, given our circumstances, I think that separation was necessary for our healing.


Many people expressed dismay after our marriage ended, claiming that, since we were leading authorities in the field of relationship counseling, our marriage should have been spared that all-too-common fate. We have been asked, “Does the fact that you couldn’t work out your difficulties invalidate your message?” or “Why should I read your book? It didn’t keep your marriage together.”


The continued popularity of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? is a testament to the validity of the information the book contains. Obviously, this does not mean that applying the process described in this book ensures that a relationship will remain intact. That is not the goal. The goal of personal learning is to unshackle our limiting beliefs, thus freeing ourselves to fulfill our highest potential.


Learning opens us to the mystery of life. The thought that once the Pandora’s box of learning, especially about ourselves, is opened we cannot control the outcome is so terrifying that most people avoid it like the plague. Even though deep personal learning is ultimately enlightening and freeing, the darkness of the same-old, same-old is oftentimes preferable to confronting deep fears.


Relationship difficulties can be an invaluable tool for learning about oneself. When each person is committed to learning, the question “Do I have to give up me to be loved by you?” is answered “No!” and a profound bond of intimacy is usually forged. In our case, codependency got in the way of this bond.


In my past life as a psychotherapist, teacher, writer, and seminar leader, I had achieved everything I believed would make me happy. I had a beautiful and fascinating wife, a wonderful family, a well-appointed home, and wealth beyond my wildest expectations. I had co-authored a best-selling book and was a highly paid motivational speaker who traveled the country presenting seminars and appearing on talk shows. Although this was accompanied by an omnipresent low-level anxiety, a lack of intimate friendships, boredom in my job, and a short fuse with those around me, it didn’t seem abnormal or too high a price to pay.


The reality of my primary relationship ending and the looming prospect of being alone forced me to confront not only my unhappiness, but also my most terrifying belief that without a strong and competent woman, I could not be happy or successful. Well-meaning friends tried to reassure me with variations on the theme “You just need to see this as an opportunity.” But framed by my self-doubt, the echo of words I had once spoken to reassure others left me irritated and frustrated.


At that time, I had no clue that this journey would lead to parts of myself I had never known and to greater wisdom and contentment than I had ever dreamed possible. At the beginning, I only knew that here I was: a well-respected member of my community who felt like a fraud and was terrified of being found out and ending up alone.


When I realized how dependent I was on people and things for my sense of well-being, I dedicated myself to confronting my deeply ingrained fears and the dependency that was responsible for my unhappiness. I decided that until I healed my wounds and had something new and important to communicate, I could not teach others. I gave myself five years to accomplish that task and set about to make that happen. At that time I naively believed that I could control the future. It has been twelve years since I set that five-year plan. Learning the humility and gaining the faith that allows a lessening of my need for control have been among my major lessons. Overcoming my fears has given me a new life.


During my journey I have met many people, both personally and through books and films, who have inspired and influenced my thinking. One such experience occurred when a friend suggested we watch a film about the life of St. Francis of Assisi, Brother Sun, Sister Moon.


The scene that particularly struck me was the one in which Francis renounces the life of wealth and privilege into which he had been born and proclaims:




I want to be happy; I want to live like the birds in the sky. I want to experience the freedom and the purity that they experience. The rest is of no use to me. If the purpose of life is this loveless toil we fill our days with, then it is not for me. There must be something better. There has to be. Man is a spirit; he has a soul. That is what I want to recapture, my soul. I want to live. I want to live in the fields. Stride over hills. Climb trees. Swim rivers. I want to feel the firm grasp of the earth beneath my feet, without shoes. Without possessions, without those shadows we call our servants.





The film was one of many experiences that helped me realize the importance of connection. Not just connection in general, but specifically a connection to the essence of myself, to my heart.


My awareness of connection led to the discovery of a wide variety of sources of wisdom as I strove to find my heart and recapture my soul. They have provided the inspiration that has allowed sacred connections, which have created greater harmony and balance in my daily life, pierced the veil of my separateness, and made me more complete. The knowledge that I have gained is introduced in chapter 13 and forms the basis of my new book, The Heart of the Matter: Achieving True Personal Power.
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Introduction


Having always pursued publishers manuscript-in-hand, we experienced a more-than-welcome turnaround in April 2001, when our publisher called with the idea of publishing a revised edition of both Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? and Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? The Workbook. We eagerly plunged into reviewing and updating the manuscript and writing new material, and we have been delighted with the results.


Neither the passage of time nor our own personal changes have diluted the power of our books to help people understand and improve their relationships. In the nearly twenty years since its initial publication, Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? continues to receive worldwide acceptance from both professionals and the general public.


It is currently being used as a textbook in many college classes. Professor Ray Richardson, Department Chairman of African-American Studies at Laney College in Oakland, California, said: “Every semester my students start out with the concern that a book written by white people couldn’t speak to their issues. I tell them to just keep an open mind and read the first chapter. That’s all it takes for them to get totally hooked.”


It is still a referral for many therapists and ministers. Psychotherapist and media personality Dr. Tara Fields said, “Over the years, they are the only books that I consistently refer to my clients.”


The universal appeal of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? is reflected in the publication of a United Kingdom edition and by its translation into eight foreign languages: Chinese, Danish, German, Japanese, Korean, Portuguese, Russian, and Turkish.


In this new and revised edition, we have updated the material, although, surprisingly, other than editing some of our personal references, very little needed to be changed. The real value lies in the material that has been added. Each of us has written a new preface and chapter that reflect our individual, personal learning and communication styles. Although we share a primary focus of learning about ourselves and evolving on the journey toward establishing more fulfilling relationships, the material gives readers two very different approaches with which to deepen their own understanding and integration of the material.


Origins and Philosophies of Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You? 


Throughout our marriage and long careers as psychologists and marriage counselors, we developed and evolved an important theory about why couples behave as they do, how relationships get into trouble, and how conflict can be handled so that two people may always return to loving feelings. As we formulated our theory, we came to question traditional therapy, including our own.


At the beginning of our careers, we saw ourselves as problem-solvers, applying everything we had learned in our training: Gestalt therapy, transactional analysis, psychodrama, systems theory, behavior modification. We specialized in sexual therapy and seemed successful at it. Nonorgasmic women became orgasmic, impotent men became potent, and rapid ejaculators were taught how to solve that problem.


But again and again we kept running into the same puzzling result: These changes rarely affected the quality of the relationship. Couples were still not emotionally intimate: People who had made love infrequently before coming into therapy eventually went back to their old patterns, even after their problems had seemingly been solved. Or the problems would be solved briefly, only to crop up again a few months later. And, of course, some problems didn’t change at all. So, we began to reexamine our ideas about how change occurs.


People enter therapy unhappy and usually blame others, especially their partners, for their difficulties. A wife blames her husband for staying too late at the office too often. A husband blames his wife because she doesn’t want sex often enough. Both partners generally believe that if only the other’s “bad behavior” could be changed, everything would be all right. When we, as therapists, tried to help our clients change their behavior (rather than understand and respect it), we were tacitly agreeing that they were wrong and needed to be “cured.” We were also expecting them to be able to make any “necessary adjustment” in their bad behavior.


We were victims of the false notion that change comes about merely by decision and willpower. Most professional advice-givers (pop psychology books, religious leaders, newspaper columnists, and the like) reinforce this notion. Ideas for “better” ways of living include the unspoken expectation that change is easy. For example, if you want to be thinner, then choose a diet and force yourself to stay on it. Just do it—get thinner, or be sexier, communicate better, express your feelings more openly, listen to each other’s feelings, stop feeling guilty, be stronger, be more loving, take time to meditate. But what do you do when your attempts to change fail, which they often do? Give up? Try harder, only to fail again? Either way, your self-esteem is eroded.


The truth is that whenever we are unable to accomplish what we want, something very important is hindering us—something so compelling and so powerful that even great efforts of willpower cannot prevail. The only effective way to accomplish the change we seek is to understand and overcome the powerful hidden motives that keep us fixed in our present behavior. The term we use for these deep motives is intent. Intent is the purpose or the unspoken motivation behind what we do. It is always expressed by our behavior and reacted to by our partner, though it’s usually invisible to both of us.


While it may be easy to understand the idea of intent, most people find it difficult to see it in their daily lives. Note the following example:




Behavior: “Well, you’re finally home! It’s the third time you’ve been late this week!”


Visible reason: I am angry because you were wrong to come home late.


Intent: I am angry to protect myself from facing my fears and feeling bad—what if you don’t want to come home?





Our Intention Therapy concentrates on understanding and respecting the one intent that dominates our lives and creates almost all the difficulties in our relationships: the intent to protect ourselves against any pain, especially disapproval and rejection. Also, we focus not on “solving the problem”—for example, teaching one partner to come home on time and the other to forgive tardiness—but on helping people understand and take responsibility for their fears and the resulting need to protect themselves.


Most of our behavior, in relationships especially, is self-protective, be it anger, withdrawal, overeating, drinking, frigidity, or impotence. We act protectively simply because we feel too insecure to do anything else. Once we recognize and respect this most basic aspect of our lives, many positive changes can happen:




	We can stop judging ourselves negatively; these judgments only lower our self-esteem.


	As we feel better about ourselves, we don’t need to protect ourselves so rigidly, and we are willing to take more risks.


	As we understand our part in a problem, we no longer have a need to blame and be angry.





Attempts to change without understanding one’s intent will usually fail. For example, most couples leave the popular Marriage Encounter weekend with renewed optimism and loving feelings. It is usually a positive experience, and many good communication techniques are taught. But since protections are not dealt with during the weekend, when couples get into conflicts that bring up their protections, they retreat back into old patterns. They find themselves feeling distant with each other again and have no idea why or what to do.


This book does not merely tell “how-to” but concentrates on “why-not,” exploring the blocks to change. When the “why-nots“ are taken care of, anyone can put into practice the many wonderful ideas available for achieving intimacy and greater self-esteem. This book is process-oriented rather than solution-oriented. Our aim is to help you become more aware of your own self-created obstacles to joy and aware of the process by which you can help each other remove these obstacles.


Those partners who enter this process move through it haltingly and at times with difficulty. But they do move! Solutions come and problems are resolved by a process that may seem indirect but actually encourages the changes the partners are seeking for themselves and each other.
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Do I Have to Give Up Me to Be Loved by You?




How to preserve warmth and closeness while at the same time holding on to the new freedom to choose? This is the preeminent question the culture confronts on the domestic scene.


DANIEL YANKELOVICH


New Rules





We all know that falling in love is ecstasy, but we’re also just as convinced that most love relationships will wither or even die with time. In fact, being in love and being married seem mutually exclusive. When we think of love, we think of excitement, joy, and sexiness. Marriage is compromise, giving in, routines, security, obligations. It seems that in-love feelings go away as a natural result of familiarity, responsibilities, and the passage of time. The cynical question ”Why spoil a good relationship by getting married?“ asks why one should give up delicious excitement for dutiful loyalty.


All of us hunger for a love that will stay intimate and secure, yet also encourage our individual fulfillment. Freedom and intimacy are to a person what sun and water are to a plant: Both must be present at the same time for a person to flourish. In 1956, Erich Fromm wrote in The Art of Loving, ”The question is how to overcome separateness, how to achieve union, how to transcend one’s own individual life and find at-onement.“ The question today is how to overcome separateness, achieve union, and so forth without losing oneself in the process.


All of us need to be ourselves and to be loved. In childhood, we seesawed between the fear of losing our parents’ love and the determination to have our own way. As adults, we try to keep our love relationship without losing our individuality. So, all of us, whether we know it or not, are constantly asking ourselves how much we can let ourselves think, feel, and act freely without being rejected by those we love.


The people we want most to love us are those who pressure us most to do what they think is right. Deeply in love, most new mates make what seem like minor adjustments in their behavior in order to please each other. Whether you agree to squeeze or roll the toothpaste tube doesn’t make much difference at first, but as time passes, such small concessions can become large issues. To paraphrase Judith Viorst in Yes, Married! A Saga of Love and Complaint: ”Before we were married we knew each other’s positions on all the fundamental issues.… Then we found we were taking positions on things we didn’t know had positions.“


Primary relationships—those between committed mates, siblings, or parents and children—often operate from an implicit threat: ”If I don’t like what you do, I won’t love you anymore.“ Each partner says covertly: ”Do things my way; think the way I think; believe what I believe. Don’t be you. Be what I want you to be or I won’t love you.“ The message always comes down to: ”Give yourself up.“ But people can’t feel deeply loved unless they are approved of and respected for being who they really are.


So, whether you conform or rebel, the result is the same: You lose touch with what you want, or you stop believing you have the right to feel what you feel and want what you want.


Do you say ”I love you“ when you don’t mean it? Make love when you don’t feel turned on? Give presents grudgingly? Grin and bear the housework you hate? Come home early when you’d rather be somewhere else? Stay home when you’d rather be out with friends? When you do what you do because you care—even when that means doing what the other person wants you to do—you do not give yourself up. You give yourself up when whatever you do comes from fear, obligation, or guilt.


The answer to ”Do I have to give up me to be loved by you?“ leads to one of two different directions. The path marked yes—giving yourself up—moves you closer, slowly but surely, to severe problems. The other path, marked no, is not often taken, but it leads to a relationship that can remain loving, joyful, and challenging.


Answering no creates a most unusual relationship—what we call an Evolving Relationship. In an Evolving Relationship, partners engage in a process that leads to individual freedom and integrity while increasing intimacy. Each partner encourages the other to express and understand himself or herself on ever-deepening levels. Loving feelings flourish, and with them come support, mutual acceptance, fun, sensuality, and passionate sex. Each partner and the relationship evolve.


Such a relationship is as rare as it is hard to build. To get there, partners have to become vulnerable and take emotional risks. Carl Rogers’ credo in Becoming Partners evokes the spirit of the Evolving Relationship:




Perhaps I can discover and come closer to more of what I really am deep inside—feeling, sometimes angry or terrified, sometimes loving and caring, occasionally beautiful and strong and wild and awful—without hiding these feelings from myself. Perhaps I can come to prize myself as the richly varied person I am. Perhaps I can openly be more of this person.… Then I can let myself be all this complexity of feelings and meanings and values with my partner—be free enough to give of love and anger and tenderness as they exist in me. Possibly then I can be a real member of the partnership, because I am on the road to being a real person. And I am hopeful that I can encourage my partner to follow his or her own road to a unique personhood, which I would love to share.





In an Evolving Relationship, couples slowly dismantle the barriers that get in the way of freedom and intimacy. Almost all of these barriers are built by the typical ways people respond to conflict.


Conflict and Intent: The Key


Conflict! Mere mention of the word is enough to raise anyone’s anxiety level. Conflict is thought of as fighting, losing, compromising, rejecting, humiliating. We think of Lester and Carolyn in the 1999 Academy Award-winning film American Beauty. Romantic love, on the other hand, is associated with idyllic days and nights unmarred by bickering or snide remarks. If only these could last forever. You may sometimes think to yourself, ”Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could go back to those days before we started to fight?“


But conflict occurs in all close relationships. Since people are by definition different from each other, it is inevitable that any two people will sometimes come into conflict—which can be defined simply as a difference in what two people want, need, or think. You want to talk and your partner wants to make love. You want to relax and your partner wants to play tennis. You think it’s okay to spank your child and your partner is shocked at the very idea. Conflicts occur over any difference of opinion or desire. However, it is not the conflict itself, but how we handle the conflict that creates difficulties. A conflict is merely a catalyst that precipitates a predictable chain reaction of responses and consequences.


For example, David wants to make love. He reaches out to Barbara when they get into bed and begins to caress her. Barbara sighs and turns her back to David, indicating that she’s not interested. Inside, David feels disappointed, hurt, and anxious, but rather than experiencing his feelings and becoming open to learning about his own fear and the beliefs that are causing them, he gets mad at Barbara. David’s anger hurts and frightens her, but rather than opening to learning about how to take care of herself in the face of David’s anger, she either gives in to him or shuts down completely, effectively shutting out David so she won’t be affected by his anger.


Our theory is based on the unique idea that all of the many varieties of responses to a conflict stem from only two intents—to protect or to learn. Intent, as we use the word, is the purpose, the goal, the motivation behind our responses. Even though our intent is usually subconscious, our behavior always follows directly from either an intent to protect or an intent to learn.


Curiosity, the openness to learning, is our natural intent, the state in which we were born. Protections, on the other hand, are learned strategies for dealing with fearful situations. For example, had we feared failing or being hurt, we would never have attempted to walk or would have quit trying after the first fall. Being open to learning, we got up and tried again each time we fell until we learned to walk. Each fall taught us something that moved us closer to our goal. A subconscious intent to learn determined our behavior. As we became more fearful of disapproval and rejection, we became more and more protected, and our openness to learning, especially about ourselves, diminished.


In The Search for Authenticity, James F. T. Bugental says that there are only two possible paths in life, which he calls ”the path of dread“ and ”the path of courage.“ We call these the Path of Protection and the Path of Evolution. Our intent on the Path of Protection is to defend against everything we fear. On the Path of Evolution, our intent is to learn, particularly about ourselves and our partner, and to understand our fears and beliefs that fuel our behavior.


Every interaction with people in our lives is governed by these two intentions. All behavior and all feelings come from them. We choose our intent freely, but the choice is made so automatically we usually don’t know we’ve made one. We can choose protection one moment and learning the next, but the two are mutually exclusive. We cannot be protected (closed, hard, defensive) and open to learning (open, soft, and curious) at the same time. Whichever intent is stronger at the moment will prevail. Picture the simple example of the ground squirrel: When he feels the need to protect himself, he stays in his hole; when he feels safe, he ventures out cautiously, exploring the environment outside. But he cannot do both at once—be inside his hole (protected) and outside exploring (learning). The squirrel may want the tempting acorn outside very much, but he has no way of getting it until he’s willing to leave his hole. The same thing is true for all of us. That’s why, when we make a conscious decision to change, the decision itself will not bring about change. We can want something very badly—to stop smoking, be thinner, be less critical, express more feeling—but we will be unsuccessful when our primary intent is protective.


We are usually unaware of our true intent since it is subconscious. Also, we probably won’t be aware of the strength of this unacknowledged intent—all we will know is that there are mysterious hidden obstacles preventing things from getting better.


An unacknowledged intent is like a shape you stumble over as you’re walking through your own living room in the dark. It’s your living room; you know it well. Walking through it ought to be easy. But when it’s pitch dark, all you can know is that there’s something there hindering you—and you won’t find out what it is or be able to avoid it in the future until you’re willing to turn on the light and look.


The first step to meaningful change is to become aware of our intent, then connect it to the fears and beliefs that underlie our intent and to the behavior and inescapable consequences that follow.


The Intent to Protect


The intent to protect is a basic motivation to defend oneself against any threats, real or imagined, of emotional pain. To do this, people use a variety of means to keep themselves from feeling the real emotions generated by any particular conflict. For instance, a person may protect himself or herself from fear by feeling angry, anger being a much easier emotion to tolerate than fear.


People protecting themselves run the gamut from the most timid to the most aggressive. A man who threatens his opponent with towering rages, a woman who dissolves in self-pitying tears, or the debater who uses calm, rational logic to carry a point are all being equally self-protective. None of them want to learn. Any response to a conflict other than openness to learning is protective.


All protective behavior in a conflict falls into one of three categories, and all are overt or covert forms of control: (1) Compliance (covert control)—giving ourselves up to avoid a conflict by denying our own feelings or needs and going along with what the other wants because we fear rejection. (2) Overt Control—trying to change the other’s mind or behavior by making him or her feel guilty or afraid. Disapproval (in the form of anger, criticism, tears, threats, lectures) tells the other, ”You are wrong“ and ”I won’t love you until you do things my way.“ (3) Indifference/Resistance (covert control)—ignoring the conflict, withdrawing into separate preoccupations (TV, work, drugs, sports). This implies, ”I’m not affected by you, and you can’t hurt or control me.“


When one partner becomes resistant or indifferent, the other feels shut out and unimportant. On the other hand, attempts to get one’s partner to change are invariably met with indifference, resistance, or rebellion. After all, to give in to another’s control is to give up oneself.


When both partners protect, they create a protective circle. When both run from conflict, there is a distant peace. Attempts to get the other to change bring on power struggles, each person bent on winning—or at least not losing. Giving oneself up may eliminate power struggles, but the submission itself becomes part of the problem. Protective circles set in motion all of the gnawing difficulties in most ongoing relationships: boring or infrequent sex; poor communication; emotional distance; a lack of fun; bitter struggles over money, in-laws, or child-raising; or any other large or small issue.


If your partner’s behavior is upsetting you, should you give up wanting change? Definitely not! In fact, we can’t give up wanting our partner to change unless we stop caring, which is as destructive as trying to force change. The desire for change does not create the problem; how we go about getting it does. Problems arise when our primary intent is self-protective—to make the other change. An intent to learn, on the other hand, opens the way to significant changes, but we need to start with changing ourselves—our own responses.


The Intent to Learn


Only one response to a conflict breaks the protective circle and opens the door to intimacy: an intent to learn.


What do we mean by an intent to learn? It is the willingness to be vulnerable and open, to feel our feelings directly rather than through the filter of our protections, and to discover why each of us is feeling and behaving as we do. We engage in a process of exploration to discover the answer to such questions as




	What important reasons does my partner have for behaving that way?


	What part do I play in this problem?


	How is my partner’s behavior affecting me? (Is it threatening me? Irritating me?)


	Why does it affect me that way? What personal issues does it stir up?


	Why is it so important to get my way, or to be right?


	What fears, values, expectations, and beliefs lie behind my feeling threatened or irritated?


	How does my anger, irritation, or indifference affect my partner?


	How does my partner respond?


	What are the consequences?





Searching questions such as these may succeed in breaking through deeply entrenched battle lines. Barry and Marilyn, clients of ours, had been fighting for years over child-raising. After a few sessions with us, they began to accept the novel proposition that each had good reasons for his or her present behavior. When they finally opened to knowing themselves and each other, they approached each other with genuinely interested curiosity instead of their usual steely anger. Barry explored what he wanted from his children and where those ideas came from. Did his parents have similar expectations? Why did he get so angry when anyone in the family did something he didn’t like? Marilyn explored her beliefs about the kind of father Barry should be. Why wasn’t Barry interested in understanding her point of view? Why wouldn’t he read any books about bringing up children? Why did it exasperate her when he wouldn’t? Was she trying to make Barry over into her ideal image? Were they in a power struggle with child-raising as their arena? Gradually, as they addressed these questions together, they shed light on the blind and deaf spots in their communication. As they learned more about themselves and each other, many changes began to creep into their lives; eventually this conflict reached satisfying resolution.


Seeing conflict as an opportunity rather than as a calamity puts it in a new light. You may think it sounds ridiculous (if not impossible) to face emotional pain willingly. But it does make sense. Protection against physical pain is a physiological response (the fight or flight syndrome), but protecting against emotional pain is a pattern learned in childhood, once necessary for a child’s survival, but no longer productive for adults. Most of us still react to conflict using our childhood patterns. Being open in a conflict is the only way we can learn what the conflict has to teach us and unlearn our self-limiting protections.


When we stop blaming our partner, we assume responsibility for our own lives. We are willing to be vulnerable and to risk feeling and expressing pain. When we are softer, our partner will be less likely to respond protectively. When our partner joins us in the task of learning, we begin to understand ourselves and our partner more and more deeply. Understanding each other better naturally gives us deeper feelings for each other. Together we create intimate love and an Evolving Relationship.


However, even exploring itself can become locked into a power struggle. If one partner wants to explore and the other is resistant, the open one needs to back off and do his or her own learning. Pushing another to open and learn is just another form of control.


Since some people respond to visual presentation better than to the written word, we have prepared the chart on the following page to illustrate the Path of Protection and the Path of Evolution as they unfold from a conflict. Further explanation will follow in chapter 2.


The Blocks to Moving from Protection to Learning


When we see that behavior comes from only two intentions, understanding our own and others’ behavior becomes simple and clear. However, because protections are subtle and deeply ingrained, moving from an intent to protect to an intent to learn will be very challenging. The crucial first step is to recognize your protectiveness. This in itself is enough to set you on the Path of Evolution. You may even believe you have been open to learning all along—until you take a close look at what you do when your partner upsets you. Do you explore until you understand why you got so upset in the first place, why your partner is behaving as he or she is, and what might be going on between you? Or are your conclusions based on assumptions about why things are as they are? Have you explored your protections with your partner? Are you resistant to opening and learning? Use these questions as checkpoints to find out your intent. When we believe it’s wrong to be protective (calling it weak, hostile, cold, unfeeling), we make it harder to see our own protectiveness. And yet we all protect in a conflict to some degree—mostly for the following three important reasons:




[image: ]







	
We have never seen people act any other way. 


Most models of family conflict seem to come from the world of boxing or from the battlefield: Strike hard to put fear into your opponent, and protect your own flank. We live in a competitive culture and are conditioned to want to win. Most people are not aware that they have any other option than to protect. Unless you were raised in a most unusual home, you may not be able to recall your parents’ responding to something they disapproved of by trying to understand why you acted as you did or—even more rare—why your behavior upset them so much. Most of us were punished, not understood, when we broke the rules. Parents protect themselves by telling children they’re wrong and trying to get them to conform. After all, parents were also raised this way.


	
We all have fears of learning. 


Fear is the major short circuit to an intent to learn. When it comes to learning about our partner and ourselves, we fear knowing the truth about many things. The universal fear of being rejected and losing our partner’s love underlies all the fears activated in conflict. To open to learning leaves us vulnerable. The truth may be threatening; it may seem easier to avoid the inner search than to pursue it. Usually, even those who seem intent on learning have only developed less obvious protective strategies than the rest of us.


	
We are a solution-oriented rather than a process-oriented culture. 


The Western mind has been programmed very narrowly: Define problems, seek solutions, set goals, make decisions, fix things. Fix your spouse, fix your children, fix yourself. When we see something we don’t like, we judge it and want to change it rather than understand it; we look for the immediate solution rather than seek to understand why the problem arose. Do you take aspirin for headaches, sleeping pills for insomnia, and sedatives for anxiety rather than deal with the underlying conditions? Do you look to others to tell you how to behave rather than search inward for the source of your problems?





Most conflict-resolution theories skip over the process of understanding the sources of the problem. When problems are objective, as in business, immediate solutions may be perfectly appropriate. But conflict occurs in personal relationships over highly sensitive feelings. Before a mutually satisfying solution can be arrived at, people must understand more about themselves and their partners.


Working diligently at solving a problem may, paradoxically, make it impossible to understand why it occurred. Without understanding, the solution probably won’t work satisfactorily for both people, or the symptom may disappear only to emerge as another set of problems.


A Process Approach


When couples think their estrangement is caused by their running conflicts, they often try to solve their problems with legalistic techniques: contracts, compromises, trade-offs, or promises. But these encourage ”peace at any price“—even if the cost is giving up oneself. Couples may get peace, but no real resolution that leaves both people feeling good.


The alternative is entering into a process of exploring the problems. Shifting focus from solutions to understanding can turn a battle into an adventure. You may think this sounds too time-consuming or impractical, but we have found that in the long run, exploration is more efficient and more effective than any packaged formulas. Why? Because since each conflict (out of an infinite number of possible conflicts) has many complex components, the search for answers never ends. What works once may not work again. What works for one couple may not work for you, especially if your solutions mistake the symptoms for the disease, treating the headache without looking for the cause.


Think of a relationship as a delicate toy horse, powered by a hidden set of elegant cogs, wheels, and springs. Suppose that the horse is not working the way it should. Destructive reactions to the breakdown would be to smash the toy to pieces or toss it in a corner—reactions exactly equivalent to the protective responses we discussed earlier. A more curious observer might notice that the toy horse’s legs were not moving properly and do something to prop them up a bit. But the only approach that would solve the problem would be to take apart the hidden mechanism of the little horse, noticing how the springs and wheels, designed to oppose each other in a synchronized balance of tensions, were a little out of whack, and now worked against each other instead of together. With the inner mechanism understood, the toy horse could be made to gallop again, as his intricate inner mechanism intended him to.


Here is a sample of the variety of typical issues most couples fight over. (You can add your own to the list.)




Time — how to spend it, being late, missing appointments, compulsive promptness
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