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Musings

			“Happy Families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (1878)

			“The very essence of romance is uncertainty. Romance needs mystery to keep it alive, and if ever I should marry, I’ll certainly try to forget the fact.” Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest

			“We owe to the Middle Ages, the two worst inventions of humanity: romantic love and gunpowder.” Andre Maurois (1885–1967).

			“He is dedicated to the chase but uninterested in a lasting relationship.” Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest.

			An article in the New Yorker reminded me that before delving into the details, it is worth restating what is at stake here: the principle that society is made up of people with mutual obligations, including the duty to try to protect everyone from what Franklin Roosevelt called the “hazards and vicissitudes of life,” such as old age, unemployment, and sickness. We need to be there for each other.

			In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Milan Kundera offers that bearing the weight of responsibility can make life more grounded and meaningful. He also suggests that living without burdens (lightness) can lead to a sense of insignificance. These thoughts are essential ingredients for the explorations of relationships.

			



	

Preface

			“You will always be fond of me. I represent to you all the sins you never had the courage to commit.” – Oscar Wilde

			Relationships are among the most powerful forces in our lives. They shape our identity, challenge our assumptions, fulfill our deepest emotional needs—and at times, bring us to our knees. Yet, despite their impact, most of us enter into intimate partnerships with little understanding of what makes them thrive. We fall in love, swept up in the emotional tide, only to discover that love alone is not enough to keep us afloat.

			Over decades of working with couples, Dr. Peter Smyth has come to recognize a common thread: while many partners say they love each other, few have paused to ask—do we truly care for one another? Caring is not a given. It is not synonymous with love. It’s something deeper, more active, and more intentional. It shows up in how we listen, how we respond, how we prioritize, and how we stay present, even in conflict.

			This book is a guide—a foundational primer—for understanding and cultivating intimate adult relationships. It’s not a manual of quick fixes, nor is it filled with abstract theories. Instead, it draws from real-life experience in the therapy room, grounded in psychological research and emotional wisdom. Whether you’re navigating a new relationship or have been with your partner for decades, this book offers you tools to build—or rebuild—a more conscious, connected, and compassionate partnership.

			For Better or for Better explores essential elements like communication, attachment styles, personality traits, emotional needs, boundaries, and how to approach conflict not as a threat, but as an opportunity for deeper connection. At its core, this book invites you to move from reaction to response, from emotional autopilot to mindful engagement. Because when we become aware of our patterns and our partner’s inner world, we begin to relate not from habit, but from choice.

			Think of your relationship as a vessel—your very own “Relation-Ship”. To sail it successfully, especially through the inevitable storms, you both need a steady foundation, mutual commitment, and a clear understanding of each other’s navigation system. Compatibility is not about perfection or total alignment; it’s about understanding and negotiating differences with respect and care. When partners feel safe, certain, and truly seen, they can weather almost anything together.

			If you’re ready to explore what it means to not just love—but care for—your partner, this is the book that will walk alongside you!

			Dawn Coburn Joy, PhD, RN, CBP

			CEO, Catholic Charities Counseling and Adoption Services, Erie, P.A.
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Introduction: For Better or For Better

			For Better or for Better. Well, isn’t that what we want when we tie the knot? Yet many of us proclaim the alternative – for better or for worse – without really understanding or believing it! It is akin to saying, “Yes, I’ll buy this new house, even though I’ve only seen it from the outside. It looks great. Even though the stats say within a few years it will begin to sway and possibly crack under its own weight due to poor materials, preparation, and workmanship, which means we may have to evacuate it, and look elsewhere. But if we stay, after ten years, some of this construction will totally crumble, especially in bad weather. If we stay fifteen to twenty years, it is likely we will just put up with it and might even agree to settle into nostalgia and ‘what might have been.’ But in the meantime, from the outside, this house still looks pretty good, and the builder says that it’ll last a lifetime – no real maintenance required. Just like the love we have for each other, how we feel about each other will carry the day and we’ll really have nothing to worry about. We’re as solid as the Rock of Gibraltar.”

			Here, I point out The Rock of Gibraltar has witnessed many a sinking ship! The marital Relation-Ship is what this book is all about, and what kind of maintenance it requires. We know that relationships need ongoing preservation and general looking after. But what does this mean in real terms? Isn’t it all supposed to just happen? If you are still in the throes of romantic love, which is important for most people in the Western Hemisphere and especially for those who want to play in a “safe pond”, the answer to this is yes. But if you are part of a couple who wants to develop a truly committed, conscious, and vibrant long-term marriage – which requires heading out onto the high seas, hopefully with a shipmate who has your back and you theirs – the answer is no. A marriage like this needs trust. Drs. John and Julie Gottman have spent a lifetime researching and writing about the requirements of a healthy intimate partnership and describe trust as a pillar of “the sound relationship house.” Trust, as we will discuss here later, is foundational for a satisfying and effective relationship. 

			We are in an era where the idea of long-term monogamy in a temporary relationship arrangement is outgrowing its time and is becoming more unpopular. People are looking for real, long-term love – and the commitment that is concomitant with this. We are witnessing the emergence of widespread relationship dissatisfaction when it comes to romantic, sexual, and emotional connections. At the same time, non-traditional relationships are growing in acceptance and popularity. For an interesting example, one study, in The Journal of Sexual and Relationship Intimacy (2015), suggests that older adults (55 and over) were “happier in non-exclusive, unconventional relationships compared to those in monogamous relationships.” It goes on to say that “non-monogamous older adults also reported more sexual frequency and better health than their traditional counterparts.” Furthermore, a 2021 report by the U.S. Census Bureau suggests that more and more couples over the age of 65 are leaving their marriages after spending many years or decades together. While this was quite uncommon in the 1970s, by 2019 the number of older divorces had risen to 36%. In the meantime, the rates of divorce in Canada have gone down, it seems, for all age groups. This change in divorce rates requires further study, although some researchers point to the high cost of divorce along with the economic conditions of the past few years.

			While younger people are also experiencing the same divorce phenomenon, we see that people in their mid-twenties and thirties are becoming less likely to marry or to stay married, and therefore divorce. We are moving largely from traditional, patriarchal, binary relationships to those that are non-binary and respectful of individual needs and differences. The world is changing as we speak! Our basic sense of self and the need to love and be loved may be met outside of traditional norms and structures. A discussion of this is beyond the scope of this book, however, we must acknowledge and respect the needs of others, understanding that essentially, as human beings, we all need to love and be loved. This is an important commonality that we all share and therefore we must respect the differences involved in achieving this. We want to feel loved, connected, and belong to a relationship arrangement that is based on trust, respect, mutuality and predictability.

			Recent findings in the area of romantic love are interesting and to be seriously considered, and more time and research is required in order to understand the true nature of these changes, but for now, the traditional structure of marriage and the family remains strong for many, from perceptual, religious, political, personal, and values-based perspectives. While this book leans more on the side of the traditional perspective, the messages in the content also apply to all those who desire a long-term, committed and healthy relationship, regardless of sexual orientation.

			This book is about Conscious Connectedness. It’s about creating an intimate relationship that is indeed for better and for better as the couple grows together into the relationship. We will examine the ingredients of this as well as the degree to which we tend to sabotage our primary intimate relationship, without a notion of a primary paradox of human nature in action: that we will do anything to be happy, to be fulfilled, to have a better marriage – anything – except the very thing(s) that we need to do which will lead to such an ongoing and fruitful outcome! This is not to suggest that we can control the weather out on the high seas, but to the degree that we can manage the maintenance, the rigging and the wheel will determine both our direction and destination. The old adage is true: Ships are safe in a harbour, but that’s not what ships are for! 

			So how do we launch ourselves into a long-term relationship or marriage and hold a steady course despite the gales, the doldrums, and innumerable other challenges? All of this takes consciousness, commitment, and skill – particularly the skill of active love, based on caring and awareness of oneself and one’s mate. Another real paradox of developing a real relationship is that we ironically become happier through an acceptance of our inner unhappiness and the necessity of acting on our awareness. In this way, we see love as an activity, not at all stoically inactive.

			This book, as with my other endeavours, is limited by some lack of consciousness/awareness on my part. To the degree that we are conscious, we approach the world, and what we do in it, with limitations of which we are unaware. This is why, in the future, after decades in the field of helping many couples with their primary relationship, I will later learn more about love and long-term partnerships and ask, why did I not include this or that concept in the book! Anyway, on we go at this moment, for it’s all we have. To support my work, I have recruited some of the knowledge, wisdom, sayings and writings of others, so dear reader, you may want to look upon this book as a group effort:)

			In moving from the usual unconscious and reactive union to a conscious and responsive one, the couple finds that through this dynamic connection, they will both skipper the vessel and will be able to weather just about any storm. And the storms are certain – the demands and vicissitudes of life itself, their own unresolved personal issues, as well the social, cultural, economic, and emotional demands, all require a real effort of the couple in pulling together.

			Does this sound romantic? Indeed it does, and in a real sense, too. We will define the different forms that romance takes as nature’s way of ensuring everyone finds fulfillment based on each individual’s personality, history, disposition, identity, temperament, sense of self, self-awareness and view of the world. Getting along with each other is essential to a successful partnership, though it is not in itself the goal of a meaningful relationship and an optimally rewarding marriage; feeling connected and important to each other is the main driver. As we will discuss later, we must consider the fact that there are three entities present in the union of two: the Self, the Self of the other, and the relationship itself. All three must be attended to, and at all times.

			In the beginning of couple’s therapy, I will often say to each individual, especially the more dominant one, that by the end of this process, “I want you to think less of yourself.” Wow, imagine that – and coming from a therapist! Think less of myself! As we live in a self-absorbed and narcissistic world, the movement from me to we becomes a necessary one. Are we not already self-centered enough? A successful committed relationship is a process through which the needs of the other person become as important, if not, at times, more important, than our own. Therefore, becoming other-centered is an essential aspect of loving the other person in the relationship. This occurs in a small percentage of conscious unions, but in essence, this is what “marriage” is all about: the Me, the We, and the Us – all three entities operating in awareness at all times. This is what I suggest should be true for all intimate relationships, common-law or “married,” regardless of gender. Whether the couple is heterosexual or homosexual (gay, straight, or both), the same principles apply.

			Many people confuse intensity with intimacy. Men (many of whom have repressed their feelings for so long) will often believe their intense feeling for another is a sign that they are in love. While intensity is part of the romantic love experience, to be in an intimate loving relationship requires much more than feelings. It also requires a deepening sense of commitment, of openness and vulnerability, of active caring and slowly becoming more other-centered (and less self-centered). The development of a real sense of trust is foundational, especially the trust in knowing that you can be you with your partner and that, no matter what, they have your back. That’s why I think that a couple, if it’s their desire “to tie the knot,” wait at least two years before “walking down the aisle.”

			The essential message of this book is that action, through thoughtful awareness and understanding of one’s self and one’s partner, is what makes the union work. But wait a minute: We must remember the centrality of the Third Entity. Besides the Me and the You, we have this main player called the Us, the relationship itself, which is central to all. We’ll discuss this essential theme (and reality) later on as we come to appreciate the fundamental needs of the Relation-Ship. On this ship, there’ll always be something to work on, and we want to increase the likelihood that all three players in this relational drama feel taken care of. Through this process of relationship maturation, we further develop our personal sense of self, our identity, as well as that of the relationship itself. 

			Having faith in the relationship means developing trust – having complete confidence and conviction in each other. We need to feel we’ve got each other’s backs. This is foundational to a healthy, intimate union. Instead of, “Aye captain, all’s well on board, except for the riggin’ being torn,” it needs to be, “Aye, all’s well on board, including the rigging, on which we are working together.” Looking after the relationship therefore implies looking out for and after each other. 

			Like the uniqueness of individuality, no two relationships are the same. To look after each other, rather than taking a Self perspective, it is important to move into a Relational perspective, through which we can have our individual needs met. If nothing else, a disciplined focus on the relationship will increase each person’s consciousness and therefore the awareness of each other and whether one’s attitudes and actions are favourable to the betterment of the relationship or not.

			Awareness is key to creating a transformative union. Moving from a single-person’s mindset to a married mindset is the crucial process of moving from me to we; from self-interest to mutual interest. While this tends to occur spontaneously during the dating, falling in love, and then marrying phases, the longer-term, ongoing development and sustainability of a strong sense of We-ness becomes a central challenge in the creation of an effective psychosocial-spiritual union. So, the process becomes the goal! This means that how we go about developing the relationship determines how the relationship will be. And, awareness is the greatest agent of change and self control, becoming a conscious and mindful couple, creates the foundation for a successful relationship into the future.

			The shift from the reactive (unconscious) self to a more responsive (conscious) self promotes a stronger awareness and wisdom, along with an enhanced sense of self-mastery. Plato suggested that the highest form of governance is self-governance. We simply cannot achieve this outside of self-awareness. The interpersonal aspect of awareness is that we can now more consciously communicate with others and increase our effectiveness in this critical dimension of social functioning. Our communication with others is essential for our life and in fact determines the very quality of our life. Our intimate relationships, although predictably difficult at times, offer us often profound opportunities to learn and to grow, as individuals and as a couple.

			Dr. Stan Tatkin suggests that our social wiring is set up at an early stage, depending so much on whether we grow up feeling fundamentally secure or insecure, determined by how our parents or caregivers related to us and to the world. Growing up feeling secure means that the child feels safe – the essence of self-esteem, belonging, and trust. A sense of self-awareness grows out of this, which is a crucial component for the rest of the individual’s life.

			As executive coach John Whitmore once said, “I am able to control that which I am aware of. That of which I am unaware of controls me.” The common explanation of out-of-control behaviour is often this: “I have no idea what happened, I just lost my cool.” Or, to put it in Carl Jung’s own terms: “Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”

			In this book, we will look at feelings and emotions as critical aspects of self-awareness and consciousness and therefore of relationship and marital success. Affective science (the scientific study of feeling, emotion, or “affect”) shows us that the elicitation and experience of feelings and emotions is central to our humanity. Feelings and their emotional expression impact all aspects of our life and not at all least in the context of our intimate relationships and in particular our marital experience. An understanding of keeping the emotional life of the relationship alive, healthy, and vibrant, will be explored in the context of action – what we can do to ensure emotional connectedness – no matter what the weather’s like on the high seas! I will also introduce you to the concept of paradox in love and marriage, which empowers the couple to develop a healthy relationship based on an understanding of consciousness and contradiction. It isn’t simply a matter of right or wrong, good or bad, love or no love, and so on; we are complex creatures, which is to say that we contain and often exhibit our inner beliefs in a contradictory and ambivalent manner. As my good friend Dr. Gary Burge likes to say, “Life is intrinsically dichotomous, thus, fundamentally dissonant.” Dissonance shows up when we say one thing and do another; when we believe one thing and also its opposite. So, at one level, I love you, except when I don’t, makes sense. As in, I’ll do anything to make this marriage work – except what I need to do. This is a powerful paradox and operates mostly at the unconscious level of human functioning, resulting in enormous levels of confusion, mistrust and suffering, making The Relation-Ship feel unsteady and off-course.

			This book, and its basic principles, apply equally to all couples, whether straight, gay, common-law, mixed, or married. If the basic motivation in being with another person is to connect relationally, this book is for you.

			So, read on, oh fearless mariner, and put yourself on The Relation-Ship and see what wisdom is in the hold, the many compartments throughout, and, of course, in the engine room itself. You’ll discover the complexity of compatibility; the necessary and sufficient conditions of the Seven A’s; the concept of power in relationships and developing a truly relational perspective; the integration of needs, and an understanding of love as an active process.

			This book will offer you a framework for developing a healthy marriage – one that is conscious, purposeful and alive. You will boldly and bravely crash through the waves with your loved one, secure in the knowledge that you will make the journey together and be there with and for each other. Such a relationship is called a secure base and is made all the more secure to the degree that the couple manages the predictable winds and storms of life – and the sunshine too. The romantic solution to human problems does not have to die, regardless of the strength of the gale – nor how calm the surface seems.

			The words of my dear old Irish mother, Mary, still appear in my conscious mind: “Now Peter, you know you’ll have to work on the marriage.” I didn’t know then exactly what she meant, although I did learn that true love requires attention and action. Author Ryan Holiday quotes Quaker William Penn who said, “Buildings that lie so exposed to the weather need a good foundation.” Likewise, our Relation-Ship needs to be sturdy and sea-worthy as it leaves the safety of the harbour and heads out into the unpredictable weather of life. On this vessel, ongoing attention to maintenance is required. Taking nothing for granted, we pay attention to what’s happening within and throughout our Relation-Ship – the ship needs to be the focus, from stern to stern! After all, Love is the practice of paying attention. The ultimate payoff is a sense of belonging, satisfaction, peace and happiness. 

			In a time when fewer couples are actually getting married, hitting their lowest rate for doing so in 2021, and since the US government began keeping track of this in 1867 (Karen Alimo, 2024). This trend began well before the recent pandemic, with the Pew Research Centre reporting that 25% of 40-year-olds have never been married. Does this mean that these individuals are simply living together with their romantic partner? The answer says not necessarily, with a decline in common-law relationships beginning around 1990. Despite all of this, the human need for attention, affection, and connection will always exist and needs to be met; in what relational form(s), it remains to be seen.

			



	

Chapter 1

			Getting Along: The Complexity of Compatibility

			When two people are under the influence of the most violent, most insane, most delusive, and most transient of passions, they are required to swear that they will remain in that excited, abnormal, and exhausting condition continuously until death do them part. How preposterous!

			—George Bernard Shaw

			As human beings, we have a need to connect with others, and often in an intimate if not romantic way. Falling in love is one of four types of love and, in the Western World, romantic love, otherwise known as erotic love (from Eros), is by far the most popular. It is an intensely profound experience through which we project our desires, longings, and fantasies onto the object of our love who becomes sublimely “out of this world,” unique and like no other. If this becomes a reciprocal situation in which the one who is loved returns the emotional desires and affections of the other, they will both feel that they have met “The One,” to the exclusion of all others, and this love is surely going to last forever.

			However, in the long term, an isolated relationship cannot remain a stand-alone type of love as the integration of aspects of the other three types of love are required in a mature relationship. Philia (Friendship Love) is based on trust, respect, and shared beliefs and values; non-sexual affection and a sense of camaraderie is central to this type of love. Storge (or Storgic Love) is familial love, based on kinship, typically experienced between family members, such as parents and children; it is unconditional and enduring. Finally, the fourth type of love is Agape (Agapic Love), which is platonic, other-centered, altruistic, compassionate. Often associated with spiritual or divine love, such as the love for humanity or God’s love for people, it’s universal and transcends personal gain or reciprocation.

			The couple who consciously incorporates these other three qualities of the various types of love into their relationship aim to have a fuller and more complete and complex partnership, which has a stronger basis than those who are reliant on the emotions of Eros, romantic love, alone to carry them through. As time moves along, it is hoped Eros, Philia, and Storge are consciously combined with the divine foundational love of Agape, which is selfless, loyal, and giving. As Anne Frank said, “nobody has ever become poor by giving.” There’s no doubt that, from a romantic perspective, Eros is by far the preferred form of love, and its intense fondness is characterized by desire, longing, and physical attraction; it is the physical energy that is the result of “chemistry” between two people, says clinical psychologist Sabrina Romanoff. It’s kind of addicting, in the true sense of the word. Of course, as we know, all addictions need to end in order for us to be free human beings. The choice to love is more stable and predictable than love as simply an emotional or social need. However, while we begin our love journey on the basis of ecstatic love, we are totally unprepared for its opposite which is apathetic love, based on indifference and detachment. More about this later.

			The Need to Connect

			Actual in-session situation

			John says (defensively): I bought you flowers last week, didn’t I…?

			Judy responds (vigorously): I don’t want flowers. I want someone who is attentive, who listens to me, who has my best interests at heart.

			Therapist: You want someone who is there for you, someone who always has your back. Seems like you share the same thoughts and feelings.

			The couple exclaims “yes, we do” in unison.

			Ah, if only it were that easy. But it’s a start, and a journey most couples don’t expect to take, but they do, especially if they want the relationship to continue.

			In this brief real-life case example above, John really does love Judy, in his own way. I mean, for him to bring flowers home for his darling wife is his sincere attempt to connect with her (in this case, to reconnect). This is his learned love behaviour and he is dismayed as to why this does not simply “do the trick.” She appears indifferent to the bunch of flowers, and John, taking it personally, ends up feeling rejected. “What the heck is wrong with her?” he says to himself (or directly to her). However, all the tulips from Amsterdam will not turn her heart unless and until he comes to understand her (as well as his own) need for real and deep connection. 

			Of course, Judy will also need to be able to understand her own needs in a more explicit and explainable way. While her message seems pretty clear, her intuitive intent to explain her needs to John will probably fail as long as he hears her expression as criticism of him. In the meantime, their communication will be superficial and reactive and their internal reaction will be one of resentment and tension. No wonder they’ve lost that loving feeling. The good news is that they can get it back.

			The actual aim of marriage (including common-law unions) is not compatibility but connection. The former, as we will see, is comfortable and nice – the latter is commitment and passion (and yes, compassion). We can be compatible with many people in our lives, and sometimes we even marry them because we get along so well! However, in the long term, being psychologically, spiritually, and physically connected to another person is the result of respecting the otherness of the other, and all that this entails – their differences, idiosyncrasies, and their past history, everything that has contributed to them becoming who they are today. Simply put, love is understanding and acceptance, not necessarily agreement, but a deep understanding of one’s partner and a desire to make their growth as important as one’s own. Love is not for the faint of heart! Jungian analyst James Hollis
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