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A relationship is like the weather ‑‑ continuously changing.  At any moment, you can confide your concerns and turn your partner into an ally, avoid them and turn your partner into a stranger, or attack and turn your partner into an enemy.  You'd be turning your partner into an ally were you to say, "I've been feeling lonely all day at work."  You'd be turning your partner into an enemy were you to say, instead, "You'd never think to call me, would you?"  You'd be turning your partner into a stranger were you to say nothing about what you're feeling and ask, simply, "Anything good on TV tonight?"


What you want to do, of course, is to turn your partner into an ally ‑‑ and just keep him or her there.  But let's say your partner (you're a wife talking to her husband) is taking too long to get to the point, you're finding yourself getting impatient, and you can't think of how to tell him that without hurting his feelings, starting a fight, and ruining the evening?  So, you keep your mouth shut, but that turns him into a stranger, and a still-nattering one at that.  Eventually you blurt out, "Can you get to the point some time in this century!" which turns him into an enemy, hurts his feelings, starts a fight, and ruins the evening.  There was relief in getting that out, but you were surprised yourself at how harsh it sounded.


The quality of life in the relationship depends on how you deal with this enemy (or stranger) you repeatedly turn your partner into.  What you'd like to be able to do is immediately turn him into an ally, by telling him, "I can't believe I said that," or "I think I just crossed the line, or "I'm shocked myself at how harshly that came out," or "There was a point I was trying to make but I don't think that was the way to do it."  You'd be taking him into your confidence about your distress over what you just said.  You'd be turning him into an ally in the manner by which you'd be acknowledging having just turned him into an enemy.  You'd be opening up a second level in the relationship.


This is the capability I want to talk about here ‑‑ the capability of solving the problem you just created by re-assembling the relationship on the next higher level.  You'd be creating a second tier in the relationship, an observation post, a process relationship, a joint platform, an observing couple ego.  


Unfortunately, it's hard to imagine anyone having the presence of mind to come up with such a perfect conciliatory gesture.  To start with, you don't feel conciliatory.  You're angry at him.  Later, in the shower, you're still angry.  You tell yourself: "What a bore he is.  And if he knew me at all ‑‑ and he should after all these years ‑‑ he'd know I'm the last person on earth to care about all those details."  But, having gotten that out of your system, you're calm enough to think, "He really did look stricken when I snapped at him like that.  Poor guy!"  And who says I'm so easy to live with?  In fact, I've got the opposite problem.  I worry so about boring people that I don't give them enough information to know what I'm feeling.  Who's to say which is worse?"


You stepped into the shower commiserating with yourself; you stepped out of it commiserating with him ‑‑ which puts you in position to turn him into an ally.  You go to him and say, "I feel bad about snapping at you earlier."  You hope he'll say, "Well, I appreciate your saying that."  But no such luck.  "Yes," he says, "why do you always have to do that!?!"  This immediately makes you sorry you said anything at all.  You're obviously his enemy now, which makes you want to return the favor.  You open your mouth to tell him, "Here, I'm trying to be an adult and what do you do: you use it against me.  You're acting like a baby.  The hell with you!"


But before you can get that you, you tell yourself, "Of course, my original comment was pretty harsh ‑‑ I was acting like a baby ‑‑ so I can't expect him to come around right away.  He needs a little time to get over it.  His rejecting of your peace offering turned you into his enemy; your inner re-analysis of it turned you back into his ally.  You tell him, "Yes, well, I'm not proud of it."  Your soft response when he was expecting another retaliatory sally ‑‑ he was actually wincing in anticipation of it ‑‑ completely turns him around.  He says, "Well, I'm not proud of taking so long to get to the point.  I know I do that a lot ‑‑ sort of get lost in minor details ‑‑ in fact I've been doing that with people all day and no one's been listening to me."  He's looking at things from your point of view in response to your having just done so from his.  He's sympathizing with you for having a partner who doesn't get to the point, in response to your having just sympathized with him for having one who snaps at you when you don't.  The two of you are standing back looking at your earlier fight, but now each of you is viewing the other person's position compassionately.  This is the definition of shifting to the second level.


What everyone wants to do, of course, is to make such a compassionate second level an increasingly more prominent part of the relationship.  Every couple has its own set of unsolvable problems that they'll be grappling with throughout the relationship.  Establishing such a second level is an ideal grappling tool.


The difficult-to-achieve goal, although you hope over the years to approximate it, is to turn the unsolvable problems (e.g., your getting impatient when your partner takes too long to get to the point), as well as any moment-to-moment problems, into usable clues for navigating the relationship.  Imagine being able to tell your partner, "I hate to tell you this, but I'm starting to tap my foot," and ‑‑ here's the important part ‑‑ knowing that he will welcome your saying it.  You'll know he'll see you as making a contribution to the relationship, as rescuing the two of you from the morale-sapping exchange in which you are pretending to be interested and he is pretending not to notice that you aren't ‑‑ which, when one of you stops pretending, will lead to a fight.


Imagine further his telling you ‑‑ which he very well might do, since he'd be taking what you said as information rather than as criticism ‑‑ "Yes, I didn't realize it until what you just said, but something's troubling me that I've been circling around because I don't know what it is."  You, then, are able to say, "Well, maybe it's what you just said: that no one's been listening to you all day?"  You'd have avoided becoming part of the problem ‑‑ another person who wasn't listening to him ‑‑ and, instead, had become part of the solution:  someone who finally was.  You would have turned this ongoing issue in the relationship ‑‑ this unsolvable problem ‑‑ into an opportunity for intimacy.


Here is the theory of relationships implied in this example:


1.  You repeatedly find yourself in the unmanageable situation of having feelings about your partner that, if you express them, lead to one set of problems, and, if you don't express them, lead to another.


2.  A good way to deal with this unmanageable situation is to open up a second level in the relationship.  But you can do so only when you find yourself looking at things from your partner's point of view.  Everything depends on how you feel when you get out of the shower.


3.  Even then, you can't expect your partner to come around right away.  Much depends on how well the conversation you have with yourself guides you through the shoals of the one you have with your partner.


4.  The ultimate goal is to turn the problems of the relationship into opportunities for intimacy.




