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The first thing to go is my theory.  I stop doing what my theory tells me to do ‑‑ which is to track the moment-to-moment impact the partners are having on one another ‑‑ and drift off into other therapists' theories.  I find myself thinking:  "She's clearly co-dependent."  Or, "I wonder what his mother is like?"  Or "That sounds a little borderline-ish to me."  Or, "I've got to keep from being triangled into this."  Or "It looks like a textbook case of pursuit-and-distance."  Or, "That's the problem:  She's afraid of abandonment and he's afraid of intimacy."  Or, "How are they going to work anything out when they keep throwing those 'you statements' at one another?"  


I know that these thoughts represents familiar, even classic, ways of understanding couple problems.  When I find myself having them, however, it means that I have drifted from my primary task:  Tracking the moment-to-moment ways in which the partners become alienated, adversarial, or collaborative.  Such tracking requires subordinating the variables usually given pre-eminence:  Family of origin, family homeostasis, couple patterns, character pathology, intermeshing unconscious needs of the two partners, pathogenic beliefs, developmental deficits, or skills deficits. 


My goal is to provide a theory for what I believe couples therapists have been doing all along, although inconsistently and halfheartedly because they lack such a theory.  In fact, writing this article has more clearly set in my own mind ‑‑ it allows me to apply more consistently and wholeheartedly ‑‑ an approach to therapy that, to some extent, I believe all therapists adopt (although unofficially and, to a large extent, without knowing it):  Tracking the partners' shifts among alienated, adversarial, and collaborative way of relating.  The result, as I shall show, is a therapeutic approach based on solving the moment; that is, on finding the conversation that solves the problem the partners are having with one another at a particular moment.  There are three types of such curative conversations:  Confiding vulnerability; clearing-the-air fights; and talking collaboratively about the fight.


It takes only a one-minute look at how people think to recognize the value of focusing on the moment-to-moment impact partners have on one another.  Here is that look:


One Minute in the Life of a Couple

Linda and Jeff, a composite drawn from my practice, are a couple in their late twenties.  As they arrive for their third couples therapy session, Linda is in a "feeling-uneasy-because-something-is-bothering-me-but-I-don't-know-what-it-is" state.  She is wracking her brain trying to figure it out.  


Stepping into my waiting room, she suddenly knows.  "I'm nervous about this session," she tells herself.  "When Wile asks what kind of week it's been, I'm going to have to say 'Not that great.'"  Linda has snapped into the  "Aha!  That's-it!  What-a-relief-to-be-able-to-figure-it-out" state.  


But what Linda figures out snaps her into yet another state:  "reproaching-myself."  Here is the slowed-down, complete-sentence version of the thoughts associated with that state of which Linda herself has only a skittering through, getting-the-highlights, skip-reading version.


The week should have been great.


Jeff has clearly been doing his best to make things better: He's avoided arguments, he's washed the dishes ‑‑ without my having to ask.  He's come home, seen what has to be done, and has done it.  He's brought me flowers.


He's doing exactly what I told him I wanted.


Am I going to be dissatisfied no matter what he does?  Am I unsatisfiable?


Do I have some totally unrealistic expectation of marriage that can never be fulfilled?


Am I trying to control him?  Is that what I really want?


And why should I be counting on him to make me happy in the first place?  Am I co-dependent?  


 Linda is seeing herself as a greedy controlling bottomless pit of narcissistic need who will never be satisfied by anything.  Thinking of herself in this way means that she is in a two-second diagnosable depression.  "Since Jeff is doing everything I told him I wanted," she is asking herself, "Why aren't I appreciating it more?"  


That is a good question, although Linda does not recognize it as such.  Her question is rhetorical.  What she really means is that she should be appreciating it more and that something is wrong with her that she is not.  It is not a question at all, but a rebuke.  When people are in the "reproaching-myself" state, they cannot ponder questions.  They cannot think at all.  All they can do is rebuke themselves.


If something does not happen to jar Linda out of it, she could remain in this "reproaching-myself" diagnosable depression for minutes.  But she looks at Jeff sitting next to her reading a waiting-room magazine, and that is all the jarring she needs.  She tells herself:


How is it so "co-dependent" to want your husband to talk to you a little when he hasn't seen you all day?  [This is another rhetorical question, but this time asked in her behalf.]  Look at him! ‑‑ he's reading Popular Mechanics.


He's a typical man.  He doesn't know how to talk.


He hasn't a clue about how to have a relationship.


He's trying to control me ‑‑ by refusing to talk.


Noticing Jeff reading the magazine flips a switch.  It rescues Linda from the "reproaching-myself" state in which she is criticizing herself for being a demanding unsatisfiable woman by snapping her into the "reproaching-Jeff" state in which she sees her feelings as an understandable response to Jeff's withholding and provocative behavior. 

Linda (to Jeff):  Look, here I am!  I'm your wife.  Do you remember me?  We haven't seen one another all day.  Why is the first thing you always do when we come in here is pick up a magazine?  Don't you have even the slightest bit of interest in finding out what kind of day I've had?  

 
Hearing this, Jeff snaps into his own "reproaching-myself" state ‑‑ his own two-second diagnosable depression.  Here is the slowed-down, complete-sentence version of the thoughts associated with that state of which Jeff himself has only an abbreviated, skittering-through version:


I didn't know I was supposed to talk.


Of course, now that I think about it, I should have known.


In fact, how could I have not known?  


What's wrong with me?


Am I selfish?  Do I think only about myself?


Am I one of those men who doesn't know how to talk?


Jeff quickly loses awareness of even the residuals of these thoughts.  All he remembers ‑‑ all that sticks in his mind ‑‑ is his following reaction to them:

What's wrong with Linda that she gets so upset just because I pick up a magazine?

It's just like a woman ‑‑ she's always at you.


Jeff is reacting to his "reproaching-myself" state by snapping into the "reproaching-Linda" state.  He is dealing with his sexist attack against himself ("Am I one of those men who don't know how to talk?") by directing one against Linda:  "It's just like a woman ‑‑ she's always at you." 


But what is he going to say to Linda?  He snaps into the "defending-myself" state.  It is as if all the synapses in his brain have been de-activated except those allowing him to repel an attack.  Here is the conversation he has with himself.  As before, he experiences only a two-second hitting-the-high-points version of it:


I'll counterattack.  I'll say, "What's going on?  I sit down to relax for a moment and, pow!, you're all over me ‑‑ it's just like a woman."  But no!  She'll stop talking to me entirely, and I'm not up to dealing with all that bad feeling.  


I'll explain myself.  I'll tell Linda, "I was just about to ask about your day, but this magazine caught my eye."  But no!  That's too placating.


I'll tell her, "I don't have to ask about your day.  I already know.  You'll just tell me how tired you are and how awful your boss is."  But no!  That's too unplacating.  That's overkill.  And she'll use it against me in the future.  Whenever she wants to prove that I don't want to listen to her, she'll hark back to this.  She'll never let me live it down.


I know.  I'll give her what she says she wants:  I'll ask about her day.  That ought to get her off my back.  And if I can manage just the right tone of startled innocence, I can claim the moral high ground.


Jeff is unaware of all this finely-tuned strategizing.  As he says the following, he thinks he is just doing what Linda wants:

 Jeff:  Okay, tell me about your day.  What happened?

Linda:  If I have to ask you, it's too late.  I know you don't care.

Jeff:  But I do care.  I was waiting till we got in the office to talk.  I just picked up the magazine to pass the time. 


Jeff is pleased that he has succeeded in warding off Linda's attack, although he suddenly feels cut off from her and a little sad.  


Curative Conversation Type 1:

Confiding Soft-Underbelly Feelings

This minute in a life of a couple shows how little of what goes on in anyone's mind ever gets expressed ‑‑ or even remembered.  It reveals a reality about couple relationships so squarely in front of our eyes that it is hard to see.  This so-obvious-that-it-is-hidden central fact of relationships is the shifting among "alienated," "adversarial," and "collaborative" couple states.  When Linda and Jeff sank into my waiting-room chairs each absorbed in his or her own private worries, they were clearly in an "alienated" couple state.  When they argued over Jeff's reading a magazine, they shifted briefly to an "adversarial" couple state.  The state they want to be in, of course, is nonalienated and nonadversarial; they want to be in what I call a "collaborative" couple state.  These three states map the plain on which relationships are experienced.  


Linda and Jeff trudge into my office.  They are back in an "alienated" couple state.  

Linda:  It's been a long week.

Jeff:  We're both pretty tired.


The therapeutic task, when partners are in such a state, is to dig through to soft-underbelly feelings.  It is the inability of partners to confide their soft-underbelly feelings ‑‑ their failure to bring the other in on their experience (or realize what it is themselves) ‑‑ that creates the "alienated" couple state.  

Jeff:  We've had our ups and downs, but mostly it's been a pretty good week.

Linda:  Except for just now in the waiting room.

Jeff:  Yes, well ‑‑ 


The stabilizing effect of my presence now enables Linda to confide the following soft-underbelly worry ‑‑ to which Jeff immediately responds by confiding one of his own.

Linda (suddenly):  Look, I feel bad that I exploded at you.  That's exactly what my mother always did with my father.  For heaven's sake, you were just reading a magazine!
 

Jeff:  Yes, when you yelled at me just now, my first thought was that maybe I was someone like your father ‑‑ you know, selfish, thinking only about himself, not knowing how to talk.


Jeff is surprised by what he is hearing himself say.  He did not know he had this worry until he found himself confessing it.  Shifting into another state means suddenly having a new set of feelings, wishes, thoughts, and awarenesses; it means, to some extent, becoming a different person.  Shifting into a different couple state means, to some extent, becoming a different couple.  By confiding their soft-underbelly leading-edge worries (i.e., the main things on their minds at the moment), Linda and Jeff have shifted out of their "alienated" couple state and into a "collaborative" couple state.  


Curative Conversation Type 2:


A Clearing-the-Air Fight



Before I can say anything about their being in this "collaborative" couple state (and help them figure out how they got there), it is gone.  Something that Jeff had just said grates on Linda:

Linda:  I didn't yell at you!

Jeff:  Yes you did!

Linda:  I didn't!  And, anyway, what do you expect?  You put that magazine in front of your face.  You didn't want to talk to me.


Linda and Jeff have shifted to an "adversarial" couple state.  In an attempt to snap them into a "collaborative" couple state, I try to dig through to soft-underbelly feelings:

Therapist (to Linda):  I guess you're saying that you feel hurt that Jeff didn't seem interested in finding out what kind of day you've had.


Linda might have felt hurt at some point, but she doesn't now.  

Linda:  It's not that I'm hurt.  It's that Jeff doesn't care about anything except his magazines, his job, and his sports.


Shifting to an "adversarial" state means that whatever urge Linda might have to confide soft-underbelly wishes has been pre-empted by the more pressing need to reproach him for not fulfilling them:  To retaliate, thwart him, and force him to change.  Partners in an "adversarial" couple state are feeling too violated or unheard to be able to do anything other than try to punish the other person ‑‑ which, of course, just makes the other person feel more violated.  My realization that Linda's desire at the moment is primarily for vindication prepared me for what she has just done:  Reject my suggestion that she feels hurt and, instead, resume her attack.  And it prepares me for she is about to do:  Adapt what I have just said for use in her attack:

Linda:  I think Jeff wants to hurt me.

Therapist:  Okay Linda, there you are.  You see Jeff pick up that magazine and put it in front of his face.  And immediately you see this person who wants to avoid you; who doesn't want to have anything to do with you; who, as far as you can see, wants to hurt you; who doesn't even know how to have a relationship.  (To Linda:)  Am I'm putting it too strong?

Linda:  Maybe a little.  Let's just stick with "who doesn't want to have anything to do with me" ‑‑ because I think that's the heart of it.


Why am I pouring oil on the fire?  Because, as I describe in Couples Therapy (1981) and After the Honeymoon (1988), what makes a fight unresolvable is the failure of either partner to feel that he or she has made any of his or her points.  I am trying to help Linda make her points, after which I plan to help Jeff make his.  I am trying to shift Linda from the "I've-got-to-get-in-one-more-blow, adversarial" state to the "I've-got-in-enough-of-a-blow-so-that-I'm-now-prepared-to-listen, collaborative" state.


For many years, I felt that if only I were able to reach through to soft-underbelly feelings, I could snap partners out of their "feeling-so-stung-by-what-their-partners-just-said-that-they-must-immediately-sting-back adversarial" couple state.  I now believe that what I need to do is to help them sting back better ‑‑ that is, sting in a way that touches closer to the heart of what is upsetting them, provides greater satisfaction and sense of vindication, or make it a little more likely that their partners will be able to listen instead of just immediately sting back harder.  I want to turn the partners into the kind of couple for whom fighting clears the air ‑‑ partners who feel that they have landed enough verbal blows compared to the ones they have received (i.e., who feel they have given as good as they have gotten) to allow a natural shifting out of the "adversarial" couple state.

Therapist:  Okay Linda, if, as you're saying, the heart of what you are feeling is that Jeff doesn't want to have anything to do with you, let's really focus in at that.  Do you see him as simply uncaring?  Or as interested only in himself?  Do you think of him as seeing you as a bother?  Or do you see him as wanting to reach out to you but not yet figuring out how to do it?


I am trying to provide Linda with raw material out of which to fashion a fuller and more satisfying argument.  Jeff jumps in, however, and uses what I just said as raw material for fashioning a fuller and more satisfying argument for him:

Jeff (to Linda):  Yes, that's exactly it!  I've been reaching out to you.  But you refuse to see it.  Okay, sure, I admit it:  I made a mistake.  I picked up that magazine.  I know that wasn't good.  But does that have to cancel out the whole week?  Because, come on now, you've got to admit it:  It's been a good week...a really good week.


This is the moment that Linda has been dreading.  She doesn't want to have to break the news that it hasn't been a good week.  Were she to confide her soft-underbelly feelings about the matter, she would tell Jeff:


Actually, it hasn't been that good a week and I've been dreading telling you that.  I think it should have been a good week, since you gave me everything I told you I ever wanted.  In fact, you were wonderful.  There's got to be something really wrong with me that I didn't appreciate it more.  I feel terrible about it.


Linda feel too terrible about it to be able to confide any of this.  She keeps her mouth shut.  Sneaking a look at Linda, Jeff can tell that something is wrong.  Were he to confide his soft-underbelly feelings of the moment, he would tell her:


Your not immediately answering makes me think that maybe you didn't think it was such a good week ‑‑ which would mean that once again I've blown it and failed to notice what you were feeling.


By confiding his soft-underbelly worry, Jeff would be appealing to Linda as a resource in dealing with it.  By acknowledging his failure to notice what she was feeling, he would at least be appreciating her possible feelings about that. But Jeff doesn't want to remind Linda of this chronic complaint that she has had of him.  He doesn't want to get her started on that, since he does not ever remember it working out well when she does.  So, he suppresses his soft-underbelly feelings (i.e., he joins Linda in an "alienated" state).  Instead, he presses Linda for reassurance.  He appends to his "...it's been a good week ‑‑ a really good week" a nervous:


Hasn't it?


Jeff is managing his soft-underbelly worry by seeking reassurance that it is unfounded ‑‑ which Linda gives him.  She says:


Well...sort of.


Were Linda to confide her soft-underbelly feelings of the moment, she would say:


Actually, it hasn't been that great a week for me, although I feel bad telling you:  I can feel your disappointment.  And I've got to say something:  It's scary to think that we've been living in the same apartment and you didn't know what I've been feeling.  Am I that uncommunicative?  Are you that insensitive?  I feel overcome with loneliness and hopelessness just thinking about it.

  
Were Linda to say this, she would be talking about rather than just acting on the pressure she feels to reassure Jeff.  She would be solving the problem of feeling scared and lonely by reaching out and bringing him into her experience.  She would be moving them toward a "collaborative" couple state.  Were she able to say this ‑‑ and were Jeff able to respond by confiding soft-underbelly feelings of his own ‑‑ they wouldn't be needing to see me at all.  I wish I could talk as effectively with my own wife.  Of course, I am moving in that direction.  A benefit of being a couples therapist is that the practice you get formulating other people's feelings increases your ability to formulate your own.  


Curative Conversation Type 3:


Guiding the Relationship From a Shared Vantage Point

So there I am:  Listening to the conversation Linda and Jeff are having, imagining the one they could be having (based on confiding soft-underbelly feelings), and wondering how to move them toward it.  In an effort to do so, I ask Linda to elaborate on what she has just said.  She had answered Jeff's "...it had been a good week ‑‑ a really good week ‑‑ wasn't it?" by saying, "Well...sort of."  I now say:

Therapist (to Linda):  "Sort of, huh?" 

Linda:  We hardly said two words to one another the whole week.


The cat is out of the bag.  Linda is telling Jeff in effect:  "How could you possibly think it was a good week when we hardly talked?  Where were you?  Not in this relationship certainly."  She has snapped into an "adversarial" state, which snaps Jeff into it.

Jeff:  What do you mean?  We had a long talk yesterday.

Linda:  Yes, about whether to have our garage sale this weekend or next.  We didn't talk about anything personal.

Jeff:  We talked about my brother's coming to visit ‑‑ that's personal.

Linda:  We talked about what to do with him, how to entertain him, and whether we dare ask his help with the sale.  We didn't say anything about how we feel about him, or about his coming, or about you, me, or anything.

Jeff:  Well, if you wanted to talk about feelings, you should have told me.  I'm not a mind reader.

Linda:  Yes, but you're a human being.  You should have feelings to talk about too.

Jeff (shrugs wearily).

Linda (looks unhappy).


As I said, the task, when partners are in an "adversarial" couple state, is to help each develop his or her case.  It is possible at times, however, to get them talking collaboratively about being adversarial.

Therapist:  Is this one of the times when, as you were telling me last session, you suddenly find yourself in an argument,  you don't know how you got there, you don't know how to get out of it, and you just feel discouraged?

Linda:  It looks like we've done it again.

Jeff:  We keep doing it.

Linda:  It's pretty discouraging all right.


Linda and Jeff are confiding soft-underbelly feelings about having just been adversarial.  They are having a relationship about their relationship.  They have snapped into a "collaborative" couple state in the act of talking about their "adversarial" couple state.  


Am I Just Putting Words in Their Mouths?

When partners are in a "collaborative" couple state, they are able to listen to and build on what the other says.  And they are able to listen to and build on what I say.  So I take advantage of Linda and Jeff's momentary shift to a "collaborative" couple state to return to an unresolved interaction that occurred a few minutes before.

Therapist:  A little earlier, Jeff, you asked Linda whether she agreed it had been a good week.  And, Linda, you said that it hadn't been that great because there hadn't been much talking.  Jeff, here's what I guess you might have felt at that moment.  I'll put it as something you might say to Linda.  You'd say:  "Linda, I feel a little like a fool.  Here, I thought that we had had a pretty good week ‑‑ we didn't have any fights, which as I told you is really important to me ‑‑ so I guess I overlooked how, as you just said, we didn't really talk about anything personal.  I feel I failed you, that I always fail you, that I'm just this big failure.  And I hate you for bringing up these things that remind me of what a failure I am."


Do I really dare say this?  Isn't there a danger of putting words in Jeff's mouth?  Well, of course, that is what I am trying to do:  Show him the leading-edge soft-underbelly feelings that, were he able to confide them, might have led to a "collaborative" couple state and solve the problem he was having with Linda at the moment.  I believe I can tell from how he responds how much he is really thinking about what I am saying and how much he is just passively going along with it.


But isn't there a danger of putting words in Jeff's mouth that he finds humiliating and spits out?  Wouldn't he feel threatened rather than relieved by my saying for him that he feels like a fool and a failure?  Why do I think he would want it said for him that he hates Linda?  And how can I be sure that any of my guesses about what he is feeling are accurate?


I am using what I know of Jeff ‑‑ the way he has talked about himself in previous sessions ‑‑ to put together a statement that I believe is accurate and that I think he will welcome rather than wince at.  I count on him to correct those of my guesses that are wrong.  With all the practice I have gotten over the years, my ability to formulate clients' feelings has steadily improved.  In this instance, however, I somewhat overshoot my mark:

Jeff:  Well, I wouldn't say I "hate" her.  That's a little strong.  Let's just say I don't like it.

Therapist:  Okay!  You don't like it.


I take Jeff's correction of this one element as tacit acceptance of the statement as a whole.  But to the extent that he feels I have accurately stated his feelings, isn't there the danger that he will feel like a failure for not having said it himself in the first place?  Yes!  And it's a big danger!  So I present my formulations as idealized statements that almost no one is able to make on the spot.  I tell Jeff and Linda that I cannot do so on the spot with own wife even though I spend the whole day making them for others (so you would think that I would get a lot of practice).

Linda (to the therapist):  I'd melt if Jeff were to say to me all those things you just said for him ‑‑ I'd be a puddle of happiness on the floor.  But you're the one who said them, not Jeff.  I don't think he feels what you just said.

Jeff (to Linda):  But I do!  He said what I feel.  I'm just not good at saying it, but that's what I feel.

 
As this session shows, Linda and Jeff are continually snapping into "alienated" and "adversarial" couple states, which interfere with the development of a "collaborative" couple state.  Alienation or adversarialness is always just a sentence away; and Linda or Jeff are repeatedly stating that sentence.  Jeff said, "It's been a good week ‑‑ a really good week."  And then he said the sentence that snapped him into an "alienated" state; he said nervously and beseechingly:  "Hasn't it?"  In reaction, Linda complied.  She joined him in an "alienated" state.  She said:  "Well...sort of."   A moment later, she rebelled.  She snapped into an "adversarial" state.  She said: "[How could it possibly be a good week when] we hardly said two words to one another [the whole time]?"  


Conducting a Conversation For Them

Alienation or adversarialness is always just a sentence away; but so too is collaboration and intimacy.  So throughout this hour I try to generate that sentence.  I try to show Linda and Jeff what it would feel like were they to come up with the sentence needed to shift them into a "collaborative" couple state (and the further sentences needed to keep them there).

Therapist:  There's a conversation you've been having, but you could easily have missed it, because the argument that you've also been having gets in the way and makes it hard to see.  So I'll go over what you've just said, but leave out the argument so that we can better see the conversation.


Jeff is sitting up in his chair and Linda's eyes have widened.  They are obviously curious what conversation I think I see.

Therapist (continuing):  And in this conversation, Jeff, you begin by saying "Linda, I think we've had a good week and I'm eager to see if you think so too, though I'm a little worried that you might not."  


Collaboration means bringing your partner into your experience.  So I am beginning this conversation by having Jeff confide in Linda about his worry.  Confiding is the active ingredient that snaps partners into a "collaborative" couple state.  Next I have Linda return the favor by confiding a soft-underbelly feeling of her own.

Therapist (still continuing):  And, Linda, your answer is ‑‑ here, I'm going to add some things you didn't specifically say, you can tell me later if my guesses are wrong ‑‑ "Not only do I think that we've not had a good week, but I'm upset that you think we have.  It was a lonely week.  We hardly talked to one another.  And the fact that I was the only one to notice makes me lonelier."  


Linda is nodding her head in the way that, as I have learned from our previous sessions, means that she is feeling understood ‑‑ which encourages me to be even more daring in guessing at their feelings.

Therapist (continuing):  And, Jeff, your answer ‑‑ here, I'm going to make up some things for you, too ‑‑ is ‑‑ 


At this point, Jeff breaks into this conversation (in which I have been playing both their parts) to say something for himself; that is, to play his own part.

Jeff (to Linda):  Is that true?  Have you been feeling lonely? 


Jeff's reaction demonstrates how, rather than just generating compliance, my guessing about partners' feelings may inspire engagement.  Jeff has shifted into a "collaborative" state.  He is interested in what Linda just said ‑‑ or, rather, what I have just said for her.  He is listening; he is taking it in.  This contrasts with what he would do were he still in an "adversarial" or "alienated" state ‑‑ which is to refute or ignore what she says (or what I say for her).  In reply to Jeff's "Is that true?  Have you been feeling lonely?", Linda answers:


What do you think?  Of course!


Linda had not known until I suggested it that she felt lonely.  She had felt unentitled to the feeling; that is, she hadn't had the self-sympathetic attitude necessary to notice such a feeling.  Now that I had suggested it (and in a manner that implied that anyone in her position might understandably have such a feeling) it seems obvious to her ‑‑ so obvious that she is surprised that Jeff does not see it.

Jeff:  I feel terrible ‑‑ I don't want to make you feel lonely.


Intimacy is always just a sentence away and Jeff has just stated that sentence.  The major indicator that he has shifted to a "collaborative" state is that he is confiding a soft-underbelly feeling.  When people are in an "adversarial" state, they are unable to confide such feelings.  Their responses are limited to attacking or defending; which, of course, is what being in an "adversarial" state means.  


Using Feelings for Adversarial Purposes

People in an "adversarial" state may think they are confiding soft-underbelly feelings.  They say "Don't you see how much it hurts me when you do that?" or "You're trying to make me feel guilty."  They do not realize that these are attacks (rebukes, efforts to punish) based on soft-underbelly feelings.

Jeff:  I don't understand why you should feel lonely when we did a lot of talking this week ‑‑ or, at least, we talked a long time yesterday; doesn't that count for something? 

Linda:  It counts for something, but not for much.


Jeff has slipped back into an "adversarial" state before Linda has had a chance to respond to ‑‑ or perhaps even notice ‑‑ his having been in a "collaborative" state.  I try to give her this chance (although realizing that it may be too late).

Therapist:  Linda, when a moment ago Jeff said "I feel terrible; I don't want to make you feel lonely," how did you feel?  

Linda:  I almost cried.  

Jeff:  You did?  Really?  

Therapist:  Was it happy crying or sad crying?  

Jeff (bursting in to answer for Linda):  It was angry crying.


Were Jeff in a "collaborative" state ‑‑ which means being able to confide soft-underbelly feelings ‑‑ he would have confided one.  He would have said something to the effect of:  "I'm worried that it was angry crying."  But Jeff is in an "adversarial" state ‑‑ in which he can only accuse or defend ‑‑ so he accuses Linda of being angry, which snaps Linda also into an "adversarial" state, in which she can only accuse or defend. 

Linda:  You're crazy!  It wasn't angry crying.  Can't you tell when I'm touched?  You don't know me at all!


Linda is using collaborative content ("I was touched") for the adversarial purpose of refuting Jeff's charge.  And I hear in my mind what Jeff is going to say:  "I know you all right!  You never admit being angry!  You never admit anything!  And you call me defensive, huh?"  


A Self-Propelling "Collaborative" Couple State

I am surprised therefore when, instead, Jeff says: 


You were?


What did I miss?  How did I fail to anticipate that Jeff might make such a comment?  I hadn't realized how relieved he would be to hear that Linda's crying wasn't in anger ‑‑ so relieved that he was able to overlook her scornful tone and just enjoy the good news.  He has moved into the "collaborative" state ‑‑ which immediately pulls Linda into it also.

Linda:  You seemed so upset about having a part in my feeling lonely.  It was sweet.  

Jeff:  I know that things between us haven't turned out as you expected ‑‑ They haven't turned out as I expected.  Talking about feelings isn't natural for me.

 
Jeff is commiserating with Linda about what she has to deal with being married to him.  His willingness to look at things from her point of view automatically makes her feel like looking at things from his point of view.  

Linda:  Well, actually, talking about feelings isn't natural for me either.  You'll notice that there were two of us who weren't talking about our feelings this last week.


Intimacy is always just a sentence away; and now it's Linda who just stated that sentence.

Jeff:  Yes, but at least you knew there was a problem.  I was so happy that we didn't fight this week that I didn't even realize we weren't talking.


Jeff's admitting something has made Linda automatically feel like admitting something, which has made Jeff automatically feel like admitting something else.  Such reciprocal admitting is characteristic of the "collaborative" couple state.  

Linda:  Yes, I did realize, so I should have said something about it.  If I'm upset, it's my responsibility to say something.


This criticism that Linda has of herself is similar to the one Jeff expressed to her earlier.  "If you wanted to talk about feelings," he had said, "you should have told me.  I'm not a mind reader."  People often privately criticize themselves for what their partners verbally accuse them.  What your partner accuses you of when he or she is in an "adversarial" state is often what you freely admit (moreover, what you want to admit) when you are in a "collaborative" state.

Linda:  Besides, you were an absolute perfect doll this week:  To start it all off, you did all the laundry, vacuuming, and marketing ‑‑ and without my having to ask ‑‑ which made it really special.  And you cleaned the toilets ‑‑ thoroughly, the way I like it done ‑‑ better even.  You brought me roses; you asked me about my day.  I felt like I was having seven days of birthdays.  For heavens sake, you even helped me pick out a skirt! ‑‑ I couldn't believe that!  I still don't believe that!...Now, I know you probably thought I didn't noticed all those things, but ‑‑ 

Jeff (interrupting):  Yes, you didn't seem to notice ‑‑ 

Linda:  Well, I was feeling really bad about it all.  I couldn't understand why I wasn't enjoying it more.  There, I've said it!  It's out!  Here, you do practically everything I ever told you I ever wanted, and I'm still not satisfied.  Could you be right as you've been telling me that I'll never be satisfied; I'll always find something to complain about?

Jeff (enjoying what Linda is appreciating, he jumps to her defense):  Yes, well, I did everything you ever wanted except for one little itty-bitty thing:  I didn't talk.  

Linda:  Hmm.

Jeff:  I left out the only thing that's really important.


When partners are in a "collaborative" state, they can think, talk, and problem-solve.  In the "collaborative" couple state, partners automatically build on what the other says.  They come up with possibilities and alternatives that I could never think of.  And they automatically move toward whatever accommodations and compromises might be possible.  Furthermore, they are in position to discover the soft-underbelly feelings (e.g., feeling unloved or taken for granted) to which the angry charges they make while in the "adversarial" state ("You're always on the phone," "You never do the laundry") are rough first approximations.


The "collaborative" couple state is a means ‑‑ it enables partners to do their best thinking and to tap the curative powers of the relationship ‑‑ and an end.  The purpose of a relationship for many partners is the "collaborative" couple state:  Having someone who is on their side, a built-in confidant with whom to go over the difficulties and successes of the day.



The Major Hazard for a Therapist:

Becoming Adversarial Without Knowing It

The often unappealing, provocative, and symptomatic behavior of partners in an "alienated" or "adversarial" couple state can lead a therapist to view one or both of them disapprovingly.  At such moments, the therapist becomes adversarial toward that partner (or toward both) ‑‑ a serious problem when, as often the case, the therapist is unaware of having become adversarial.  What I do when I become adversarial ‑‑ the way I know that I have become so ‑‑ is that I lose my theory.  I forget that the heart of the problem is Linda and Jeff's inability to bring the other in on their experience, make their cases, confide soft-underbelly feelings, and jointly commiserate about their problems with one another.  I stop looking for curative conversations and, instead, focus on what is wrong with them; for example, how Linda and/or Jeff are borderline, narcissistic, enmeshed, defensive, co-dependent, undifferentiated, pursuing-and-distancing, triangulating, or afraid of intimacy or abandonment.  I stop appreciating the difficult situation that their inability to confide soft-underbelly feelings places them and, instead, focus on their particular flailing, discouraged, or demanding reactions to it.


But what about partners whose rageful, bullying, unreasonable, self-centered, verbally abusive, out-of-control, or explosive behavior warrants the DSMIV diagnosis of narcissistic or borderline personality disorder?  I focus on the triggering event.  I look for the soft-underbelly narcissistic slight or wave of emptiness, panic, humiliation, abandonment, or hopelessness that, because the person is unable to confide it, leads to the narcissistic or borderline behavior.


A continuing problem faced by couples therapists is seeing one of the partners in the right and the other in the wrong ‑‑ a difficult position from which to do couples therapy.  Whenever I see partners in such a way, I remind myself that it is my job to find the case for this partner who appears to have no case (and, if my success in doing this immediately makes the other partner appear in the wrong, to improve the case for that partner also).  The problem with partners who appear to be in the wrong, after all, is their inability to make their cases ‑‑ that is, their failure to represent their experience in a way that gets their partners (and me) to appreciate their dilemma and to sympathize. 


The Impossible-to-Obey Rules of Good Communication

Communication-skills training is an attempt legislatively ‑‑ that is, by giving people rules to follow ‑‑ to shift them from an "alienated" or "adversarial" couple state to a "collaborative" one.  The point of the communication-skills training rules is to get people to say collaborative things when they feel like saying adversarial ones.  People are told to engage in active listening ‑‑ that is, to attend to what their partners say (to paraphrase) ‑‑ when every cell in their body is screaming for them to refute or ignore it.  They are told to express feelings (make "I statements") when they have an overwhelming desire to make accusations; that is, to make "you statements," dump out stored up complaints, and so on.  When in an "adversarial" state, partners have an irresistible urge to say "always" and "never." 


As I see it, people need to be in a "collaborative" state in order to use the rules of good communication (or to remember what these rules are or, even, that there are such rules).  In my book, After the Fight, I rename them the "impossible-to-obey rules of good communication."  While in an "adversarial" state, people are unable to make "I statements," since to do so means confiding a feeling.  When people are in an "adversarial" state, they do not confide feelings but, instead, use them for adversarial purposes.  When people try to make "I statements" while in an "adversarial" state, the result is typically a "you statement" in disguise.


My form of communication training is to increase the partners' ability to shift from an "alienated" or "adversarial" to a "collaborative" couple state so that they can make "I statements," engage in active listening, and obey all the other rules of good communication.  Once partners shift to the "collaborative" couple state, they will automatically want to confide soft-underbelly feelings and thus be poised to make "I statements."  And they will automatically be interested in what their partners feel and thus be poised to engage in active listening.  Those who do not know about these communication techniques will automatically invent them ‑‑ or, at least, their own informal versions of them.


Positioning Partners so that They can Think

My purpose in shifting partners into a "collaborative" couple state is to position them so that they can think.  What I want to enable them to think about, in particular, is how they shift among states.  A couple relationship is, in essence, a shifting among states ‑‑ a shifting over which partners have only limited control.


My goal is to give partners the advantage (i.e., the increased control) that comes from having (1) a working overview of how they shift among states and (2) an ever-improving ability to recognize and confide in one another about the state they are in.


So I talk with Linda and Jeff about their present "collaborative" couple state:  How they are admitting things, confiding in one another about soft-underbelly feelings, and building on what the other says.  I contrast this with how they had been relating earlier while in "alienated" and "adversarial" couple states.  I emphasize the inevitability of repeatedly shifting into "alienated" and "adversarial" couple states.  


What immediately becomes apparent is a flaw in the structure of couple relationships.  What partners need if they are to shift from an "alienated" or "adversarial" couple state (in which they cannot think or confide) to an "collaborative" one (in which they can) is to discover soft-underbelly feelings.  But it is only when partners are already in a "collaborative" couple state that it becomes possible to do so.


What partners can do is to use whatever momentary shifts toward a "collaborative" couple state occur, and whatever clues they have to soft-underbelly feelings, to get the discovery-of-soft-underbelly-feelings-leading-to-the-"collaborative"-couple-state-enabling-the-discovery-of-soft-underbelly-feelings ball rolling.  My couple therapy approach – Collaborative Couple Therapy ‑‑ is devoted to improving the partners' ability to get this ball rolling.


In treating a physical illness, the task is to mobilize the disease-fighting capacities of the body ‑‑ the immune system.  The corresponding task in couple therapy is to mobilize the curative powers of the relationship, which means assisting the partners in generating a "collaborative" couple state.
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