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Foreword

When Drs. Ellis and Harper wrote How to Stop Destroying Your Relationships, published in 2001, they had considered simply revising their 1961 publication, A Guide to Successful Marriage. However, because of the many changes intimate relationships have undergone since the 1960s, the authors had the wisdom not to do that, but chose instead to write a different book that reflected the evolution of relationships. In the ’60s, intimate relationships typically resulted in marriage, marriage was between a man and a woman, people gen erally did not live together prior to marriage, and marriages commonly lasted longer than they do now. When A Guide to Successful Marriage was written, gender roles were rigid, women were socialized to believe that their “job” was to be wives and mothers rather than equal partners in the workplace, and same-sex or mixed-race couples were not very common, nor were they accepted by the culture. Obviously a new book needed to reflect—and this one does—the immense changes that have transpired since the 1960s while at the same time maintaining the core REBT concepts that contribute so significantly to successful dating and mating.

Albert Ellis and Robert Harper met in 1950 at the American Association of Marital and Family Therapy and maintained a relationship until Harper’s death in 2004. Harper became one of Ellis’s first collaborators and a longstanding staunch supporter. They both worked in the field of sex and marriage for many years and wrote several books together; equally important, they were both “outlaws,” united in their distaste for puritanical ideas, particularly in the field of marriage and sex. Their combined years of extensive experience as clinicians and scholars more than qualified them to publish a self-help book for couples who want to learn how to relate more effectively with each other. The authors’ stated goal is to help couples relate more “interestingly” and “enjoyably” (p. 2)—and what couple wouldn’t want that? In their no-nonsense, down-to-earth manner, the authors systematically describe, through verbatim transcripts, case studies, and numerous exercises, how couples can work on themselves to have a positive impact on their relationships.

I recently reread How to Stop Destroying Your Relationships and was impressed with the relevance of the concepts for contemporary couples of “all makes and models.” Having personally worked for many years with couples in private practice, what I have seen all too often is what Ellis and Harper emphasize in this book, that it takes two people to make a couple. But when couples have problems, they tend to blame the relationship or their partner instead of looking at all the elements that make up the whole. This is best exemplified when the partners are unwilling to change or the therapist is unsuccessful in helping them “own” their problems: partners who don’t look at how each contributes to relationship problems take their problems into the next relationship. For instance, if each fails to see that demands about how the partner should behave contribute to the problems in the relationship and as a result the relationship ends, each may enter a new relationship only to fall into the same pattern of making demands of the new partner. As Ellis and Harper point out in their book, blaming others is easier than taking a look at one’s own issues. If this example applies to you, this book will help you break out of your old patterns and get on a new and improved track.

When you look at the contents of this book, you see that Ellis and Harper pinpoint pertinent issues that all types of couples face throughout the course of a relationship. It would be a very rare but lucky couple who don’t have some issues with communication, sex, money, in-laws, and perhaps the decision whether or not to have children. The book’s emphasis on building a deep and long-lasting relationship is undoubtedly of value to every couple; thus it is as relevant today as ever. Despite new challenges that may have arisen since 2001, Ellis and Harper’s main contention still applies: the key to a successful relationship is to understand that it cannot change until the individuals recognize how their beliefs affect their emotions and behaviors, and in turn, the relationship. This concept is the cornerstone of REBT and hasn’t changed since the inception of the theory in the 1950s; it transcends time and has retained its relevance.

As a therapist, I was especially pleased to note once again that chapter 3 addresses the importance of having realistic views about a relationship. So often, couples set themselves up for disappointment and perhaps failure by clinging to the myth of romantic love as the “key” to success. If they buy into this myth, they believe that “love will conquer all,” that they must “always satisfy each other’s needs,” and that “if they love each other, they will never disagree” (because to disagree would mean there was something drastically wrong with the relationship). If your goal as a reader is to have realistic expectations about your relationship and relate more successfully with your partner, the exercises at the end of that chapter should be particularly helpful.

Readers who wish to use this self-help book to improve their relationships will find it works in many ways. First, the book is easy and entertaining to read. It is apparent that Ellis and Harper had great senses of humor, were authentic as therapists, and knew what they were talking about. Second, they use short case examples and session transcripts to help the reader understand the concepts. There is not a lot of jargon or “psychological babble” to put readers off—it is a straightforward read with ideas that make sense. Third, as mentioned, the exercises at the end of each chapter are thought-provoking and enlightening. As a way of communicating and working through issues that are or could become problematic, both partners can complete these exercises individually, then discuss your responses.

If you want to work on your relationships, this comprehensive book can be very empowering. You first need to accept Ellis and Harper’s contention that it is only partly true that another person’s behavior upsets you and recognize that you largely disturb yourself about your partner’s actions. Once you have achieved this, you can begin to realize that while you might not be able to change the other person, you can change how you think about the other’s behavior and thus reduce the strong negative emotions and behaviors that impede good communication and problem solving. By conscientiously completing the exercises in each chapter you can learn basic REBT concepts and recognize your own behaviors that contribute to or sabotage good relationships. Ellis and Harper have shared information that from experience they know works! It is up to you to apply the concepts to your own relationships. Meeting this challenge may take some persistence, but little in life is accomplished without effort—and this definitely applies to relationships. Does it make sense to think a relationship can thrive if you never give it a tune up? Of course not! This self-help book will give you lots of insight into how to stop destroying your relationships. So start reading, apply the ideas, and enjoy your “new and improved” relationship.

Ann Vernon, Ph.D.
President, Albert Ellis Institute


Preface

Do we have the right to pen a new book on dating, mating, and relating? Well, yes—in fact, we do. Both of us have worked for decades in the sex/marriage/family (SMF) field—teaching, counseling, writing, and speaking. Both of us are pioneers in liberal and democratic approaches to SMF problems, sometimes to our detriment. Largely because of our full-time business as psychologists we have never undertaken a revision of our 1961 book, A Guide to Successful Marriage. For all its usefulness and continued popularity, changes in the four decades since the book appeared have made a revision seem inadequate. Instead, we decided to produce a new and different book on how two people can intimately relate, mainly—though it may sound odd—for their own sheer enjoyment.

In this book, we use the word “intimate” to refer simply to a “close personal relationship,” not to indicate a sexual relationship. You and your partner may have a close relationship though nothing erotic has ever occurred between you, while another couple, even if they copulate extensively, may never develop real intimacy. We will focus on your achieving and maintaining intimacy in a close relationship, whether you are married or single, having sex or not, heterosexual or homosexual. The close relationships we will look at are those in which people are married or living together in an intimate, and not merely sexual, relationship. We will show you how when a close personal relationship of yours falters or fails, the relationship itself is rarely entirely to blame. We shall explore not only the nature of your problems, but ways of alleviating them.

As we try to be in our relationship therapy, so in this book we will strive to be even-handed and nonjudgmental in our approach. We will look at several types of couples: young and older, gay and straight; and show how overcoming difficulties in close personal relationships is similar to handling individual problems. So try to learn from the variety of couples presented. Don’t pass over those that seem foreign to you, as the relationship and its problems might be closer to your own than you expect.

What we emphasize first and foremost is choice. Our mission is to help two (or more) people to relate more interestingly and enjoyably to one another—but only if they so choose. You are free to decide to relate to other people or not at all. No one must learn to function well in couplehood, but we have found that an overwhelming majority of people do want to learn how to do so.

While couples and families normally live with other people, couples are the main focus of this book. However, in many instances, close personal relationships include more than two people, so we have included chapters on getting along together and with others, including friends, in-laws, and children. We look closely at couples, remembering that we are not dealing with a mystical “relationship” but with two interacting individuals. The individual is key to the relationship, because only by working on him or herself does each individual improve his or her interaction.

Fun is a great ingredient in a close relationship, so we even try, while endorsing this concept, to have some fun ourselves. In our rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT) philosophy, long-term enjoyment of life is what makes sense. We hope you find such long-term satisfaction and your own sparkling happy couple in the process.

Cheers,

Albert Ellis, Ph.D.
Albert Ellis Institute
New York City

Robert A. Harper, Ph.D.
Washington, D.C.


1

Getting Relationships Together by Getting Yourself Together

Newborn infants often panic when a newspaper or a paper bag is rustled near their ears. To them, with their near-zero experience with the non-uterine world, any sudden change in the messages impinging on their senses may represent a great threat. As experiences increase, so may real or imagined dangers. Some dangers lessen or disappear, but others increase. As the eight-year-old shows when he or she hides in the closet at a thunderclap, experience does not necessarily teach one how to deal with fear.

How can you learn to live a relatively unpanicked life? How can you tolerate the frustrations of coupling? Not easily! Most of us learn to face crackling paper and even thunder without fear, but we tend to pick up other disturbances that interrupt our individual happiness and render us undelightful to another person who wants to keep closely relating.

Before you contemplate and get involved in couplehood, you had better keep two things in the back of your mind. First, you must make substantial headway in accepting and coping with your own life. Second, be sure to look for long-term satisfactions—not just immediate gratifications.

We emphasize coupling when we deal with happiness-seeking not because we believe that true and lasting enjoyment cannot be achieved by solitary individuals—both history and current observation prove that it can be—but because humans try, and often try repeatedly, to be in happily intimate relationships. Also, our long experience as scientists, educators, and clinicians indicates that most of us can use all the help we can get in learning how to couple happily.

We developed the Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) theory of human behavior in the mid-1950s. This theory holds that people are born with strong tendencies to act both well (self-helpfully) and badly (self-defeatingly), but that they have considerable choice in the way they react. You, as a human, are born with two conflicting tendencies: a tendency to needlessly (and, hence, neurotically) disturb yourself, and a tendency to seek enjoyable, non-disturbed thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. REBT tries to help you to enhance the positive second tendency and to reduce the strength and persistence of the first, which is often reinforced by yourself and by others.

Before we get to the major principles of REBT and how to apply them to your life, let us present some basic facts about humans and human behavior.

First off, all human behavior (thinking, perceiving, feeling, and acting) derives from individuals. No proof has ever been uncovered of a collective unconscious, let alone a collective conscious. Also, there is no such thing as a mystical couple merged into one being. Therefore, you have to make efforts at changing a relationship first within yourself. Then you have to agree with your partner that you will do or not do certain things to improve your relationship, and vice versa. But whatever middle ground you come to as a couple, your actions or inactions (and the attitudes behind them) still belong to you (Individual A) and to your partner (Individual B) separately.

Keeping that in mind, know that you can only directly change yourself. Even if you are a therapist, all you can do is try to make change seem attractive and interesting and possible for someone else—it’s up to the individual whether or not s/he makes the change. If you think you can change Individual B or that s/he automatically should change (because, after all, look how wonderfully changed you are), trouble will likely ensue!

Individuals function more effectively and enjoyably when they learn to reduce their tendency—either instilled early on or possibly innate—to rate themselves. Contrary to many other psychotherapists and educators, we have long contended that self-esteem is something to shun rather than to embrace and enhance. By all means take satisfaction in your behavior—your thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and actions—and rate or have your behavior rated by others as “good” or “bad.” But rating your personhood, your totality, your self is bound to be incomplete and inaccurate. Is a “good person” always “good” and therefore a “good” hockey player, orator, or electronic troubleshooter all at once? Self-ratings can have distracting and disturbing effects. If you are focused on “How am I as a person?” or “Am I what others rate me to be?” you are probably reducing the effectiveness of what you are doing to that degree. Self-rating leads to self-cremating.

The next principle is a tough one to understand and difficult to act on in your daily life, as most of us have been immersed in the process of rating the total person (ourselves and others) since infancy. “She’s a good baby.” “I’m a bad person.” Many of the efforts of REBT are directed toward helping people overcome their tendencies to rate themselves and others as persons, and instead only to evaluate actions. By rating people’s actions, separate from their personhood, we can learn to live more happily.

Let’s step back for a moment to examine the ABCs of REBT. A stands for the activating events or adversities in your life—the phone is ringing, your jury duty notice has arrived, or your life raft has developed a leak. B is your beliefs or belief system, or how you filter the A’s. C is for consequences (emotional and behavioral) and is a result of how you used B to deal with A. Like most people, you probably thought that A (adversities) produces C (consequences) directly and naturally. But that isn’t necessarily the case. REBT teaches you to understand that your Bs largely effect your Cs. Let us illustrate.

Charlene, an intelligent and energetic fifteen-year-old, sought therapy because, in her words: “I have just squarely faced the fact that I am a lesbian, and naturally it blows my mind. What a shit I am for letting myself be attracted to women. I’ve known about my lesbianism for a long time, but I kept telling myself that it would blow over—it was a phase I was going through. Now I’m looking at it—I’m a total goddamned dyke. And it’s terrible, and I hate it! I am miserable. I don’t want to live, but my mother, who doesn’t know what’s eating me but knows something is, made me come to see you. I know it won’t do a damned bit of good. I want to fucking well die.” Dr. Harper had several REBT sessions with Charlene. Here is an excerpt from one of their sessions.

R.A.H.: Charlene, of course, you have the right to die, but dying is an irrevocable decision. Since you have gone to the trouble of coming here, let’s look at some of the assumptions you are making. While it’s possible that you may not be lesbian, let’s assume for the time being that you are. Why do you think being a lesbian makes you a shit?

Charlene: Well, doesn’t it? Anybody who wants to be normal and get married and have kids and be respected in the community and ends up a lesbian ends up a shit. Ask anybody—except maybe another lesbian.

R.A.H.: Your exception tells me that you don’t necessarily believe that a lesbian must be and must feel herself to be a shit. So you grant the possibility that a lesbian does not have to rate herself negatively and go around feeling miserable.

Charlene: Yeah, but this is all theoretical crud. The fact is that I’m a lesbian and I don’t want to be and I think I’m a shit and I’d rather die than go on this way.

R.A.H.: Please understand that I fully accept you as a person who has an undeniable right to feel however you choose to feel. That’s the concept: choice. And by this I mean a practical choice, not just some way-out theoretical choice.

Charlene: You mean I can choose whether to be a lesbian or not?

R.A.H.: What you can choose is whether or not to act on it. But for now let’s assume that you are a lesbian, and we are challenging your assumption that this makes you a shit. Because you understandably want results and not a philosophical discussion at this point, close your eyes, please. Now think, “I am a lesbian,” and tell me what you are feeling.

Charlene: What I’ve already told you: shitty, terrible, miserable, like dying.

R.A.H.: Okay. Keeping your eyes closed, think, “I am a lesbian,” but see if you can feel any differently about it.

Charlene: Oh, come on. You’re treating me like a stupid child.

R.A.H.: It probably seems that way to you, but I think I am accepting you as a full person who has developed some heavy self-downing ways and could use a little help in easing up on it. So what have you got to lose? Please close your eyes again and think, “I am a lesbian.” Now see if you can feel less miserable about it.

Charlene (after several silent minutes and with eyes still closed): Well, maybe now I feel like yeah, I’m a lesbian, but maybe it’s not the end of the world. I suppose I don’t have to die, but I still see a pretty shitty life for myself compared with what I’d thought I would be: a beautiful and brilliant young physician who is also a perfect wife and mother to a perfect husband and three perfect children. To say the least, I feel disappointed. (She opens her eyes and gives a rather sickly smile.)

R.A.H.: Splendid! You have quickly moved from despair to feeling disappointment. There is a world of difference: In despair, as you know, all hope is gone; in disappointment, no matter how crushed and discouraged you feel, hope creeps back in. Tell me, how did you change your feelings?

Charlene: I’m not sure, but I think the way you reacted to me showed me that it was at least worth trying to feel differently about being a lesbian. As I tried I thought about how you weren’t treating me like a shit—so maybe I wasn’t entirely a shit. But I also thought about a number of people who are lesbians and who don’t despair about it. They’re not blowing their brains out or jumping in front of a train.

R.A.H.: Very good again! You realize that your self-acceptance was encouraged by my unconditional acceptance of you as a person, but that was not the whole reason your self-feelings started to change. You began to think of some other people and their behavior, which cast some doubt on your earlier conviction that lesbianism and shithood are synonymous. Are you also starting to see how what you think and what you feel are so mixed up in each other that it becomes hard to distinguish one from the other?

Charlene: Yeah, I suppose if I think I’m a shit for being a lesbian, I’m going to feel like a shit. Which, by the way, I still do. I just don’t feel all’s necessarily lost.

R.A.H.: That is progress. None of us completely transforms his/her behavior in one easy lesson. To change even the simplest thoughts, feelings, and actions often takes long, hard, and persistent work. But that’s life—and it’s not awful.

Through her comments about thinking and feeling, Charlene indicated she was already beginning to understand the fundamentals of the ABCs of REBT: namely, that her beliefs about lesbianism and not the activating event of her “discovery” of her sexual disposition led to her feelings (consequences). Dr. Harper indicated to her, however, this fine beginning did not mean that Charlene would not have a long and difficult learning process ahead. While she saw this, she also saw that it might work, so we continued working on the ABCs of her feelings and on her understanding and challenging her self-rating process.

By gradually learning to make better judgments about her thoughts, feelings, actions, and perceptions—her behavior—instead of making judgments about her total self or personhood, Charlene chose this solution to the problem of self-downing. No person can be shown to be, as a person, good or bad. Either way is an unprovable assumption. However, you will feel miserable if you assume that you are bad (at the core no damned good), and you’ll feel much better if you assume that you’re okay—that is, a satisfactory human being. Why not make the assumption that makes you feel better?

“But,” Charlene said at first (like many of our clients do), “it is no assumption that I am a shitty person. I really am.” Over and over again we had to help her see that she was accepting an arbitrary and unprovable judgment as indisputable and unchangeable, and that was a choice she was making. She could, as I kept pointing out, learn to dispute such a nonsensical and destructive judgment of herself and gradually (with diligent persistence) substitute a more positive self-rating.

As REBT therapists we are never wholly satisfied with what we call the inelegant, but workable, solution chosen by Charlene. Why? Because we are quite aware that positive self-evaluations are readily reversible. If you become convinced you are a good person for any reason except “because I exist,” that reason can be snatched away, and you can be left again with the old conviction that you are somehow inadequate, unacceptable, undesirable, inferior, or “bad” because you were not able to achieve whatever you had decided you had to achieve to be “good.”

We believe, however, that if you work hard at challenging your self-downing judgments, substituting positive judgments, and deciding, “I am good only because I am alive and not because of the worthy things I do,” you are likely to end up close to what we call the elegant therapeutic solution. That solution (like all things human, imperfectly stated and imperfectly executed by anyone) is to not rate your self or essence or personhood at all. Instead, you must learn to rate only what you think, feel, and do. You, of course, are responsible for your actions. But ideally you should rate only your actions and not your youness or self.

Learning not to rate yourself as a person means learning not to rate the personhood of others. Because this concept probably goes against the way most of you have been brought up, and it is possibly contrary to your biological nature, none of you is likely to become perfect at not judging others as persons any more than you are going to overcome the tendencies to rate your total selves. But if you become more conscious of how you are rating yourself and others, you can make a lot of progress—progress that will definitely help you in couplehood.

Is this all you have to know about REBT and how to get it all together for a happy and functional union? Not really! But it is not a bad beginning. What we’ve covered so far is not easy. It will take a lot of hard work on your part to successfully apply this chapter.

But this hard work will definitely pay off whether you are in or out of couplehood. Whether or not you take our advice is your choice, but if you take it, you may learn how to live more effectively and enjoyably. At the end of this chapter, you’ll find a few exercises that will start you off on the hard—but very rewarding—work of achieving unconditional self-acceptance (USA) and other thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that will help you in your dating, relating, and mating goals.

EXERCISES TO KEEP YOU EMOTIONALLY FIT

It is easy to read about—and even to think about—what you’re doing badly. We wrote this book to give you insight into how you and your mate are defeating yourselves and what you can do about changing. Insight, however, is not enough. Some of the most brilliant insights you have, and often keep having, can sound great. Utterly real. Quite convincing. But, as I, Dr. Ellis, discovered when I was a card-carrying psychoanalyst, some of these insights can be pretty useless.

One of my clients, a twenty-five-year-old teacher named Carol, who I saw in the 1950s, insisted that she had “good, healthy relations” with her mother, father, and younger brother and couldn’t understand why she was so hostile toward her boyfriend, Don. I soon found out that she was intensely jealous of her mother, terribly hurt by her father’s favoring her brother, and exceptionally angry at her boyfriend for ignoring her demands for more affection. Carol was thrilled with these important insights and was sure that they explained her hostility. She thought that these revelations would cure her. Well, they didn’t. For the next few months, Carol’s rage against Don escalated and he threatened to break up with her. Carol was distraught about this—and about the dismal failure of her insights into her hidden feelings to help her.

Fortunately, I was becoming skeptical myself at that time about the virtues of psychoanalytic revelations. So I went back to the details of Carol’s two-year relationship with Don, and soon helped her gain a different kind of insight. Carol had with Don—as she had had all her life with other relatives and friends—an overwhelming Irrational Belief. “I absolutely need significant people’s approval. Without it, I am a thoroughly unlovable, worthless person!” While that shook Carol up, it still didn’t quite change her.

REBT—which I was then formulating but hadn’t quite developed—tries to help people with a number of non-psychoanalytic insights. Let’s take a few moments to review these insights and how they relate to Carol’s situation.

As we have already noted, people rarely just get emotionally upset. They also actively make themselves anxious, depressed, and hostile with their beliefs (Bs) about the unfortunate adversities (A’s) that happen to them. So Carol was believing, “I absolutely need greater affection than Don usually expresses—or else I am a thoroughly unlovable, worthless person!” When she did not get—or thought she did not get—what she “needed” from Don, she felt worthless. Noting this feeling and believing that Don’s neglect made her feel inadequate (which is a common belief of self-downing people), Carol defensively turned some of her self-hatred against Don. No matter when Carol started to believe her IB about direfully needing people’s affection, she was still holding it in the present, though it seemed to have originated in her childhood and adolescence. But she still strongly believed it—both consciously and unconsciously. She could have originally held it and later given it up, which would have meant she would no longer have been affected by it at the time she was. But that was not the case.

So, with my help Carol began to have insights into her early and her remaining need for significant people’s expression of affection. What she did not yet see—and what it took me another year to show her as I kept developing REBT—was that insight by itself is not enough. The
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