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INTRODUCTION




I have devoted much of my professional life to a study of thinking problems in anxiety and depression, and, more recently, in panic disorders. Over several decades I have had the opportunity to treat a large number of people who had distressed marriages and a few who were living together though not married. In many cases, these troubled relationships led to depression and anxiety in one of the mates. In others, the depression and anxiety aggravated difficulties already present in the relationship.

As I turned my attention to the problems of couples, I found that they showed the same kind of thinking aberrations—cognitive distortions—as did my depressed and anxious patients. Although the couples were not so depressed or anxious that they needed therapy specifically for these conditions, they were unhappy, tense, and angry. And as my patients did, they tended to fixate on what was wrong with their marriages and disregard—or blind themselves to—what was good.


The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology

Fortunately, the last two decades have witnessed a rapid accumulation of knowledge about problems of the mind that has direct applications to the difficulties that intimate partners experience. This new understanding of psychological difficulties has also been applied to a wide range of disorders, including depression, anxiety, panic disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and even eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. This approach, called cognitive therapy, is embedded within a major new movement in psychology and psychotherapy called “the cognitive revolution.”

The word cognitive, derived from the Latin word for “thinking,” refers to the ways in which people make judgments and decisions, and the ways in which they interpret—or misinterpret—one another’s actions. This revolution has provided a new focus on how people use their minds to solve problems—or to create or aggravate them. How we think determines to a large extent whether we will succeed and enjoy life, or even survive. If our thinking is straightforward and clear, we are better equipped to reach these goals. If it is bogged down by distorted symbolic meanings, illogical reasoning, and erroneous interpretations, we become in effect deaf and blind. Stumbling along without a clear sense of where we are going or what we are doing, we are destined to hurt ourselves and others. As we misjudge and miscommunicate, we inflict pain on both ourselves and our mates and, in turn, bear the brunt of painful retaliations.

This kind of twisted thinking can be untangled by applying a higher order of reasoning. We use such high-level thinking much of the time when we catch ourselves in a mistake and correct it. Unfortunately, in close relationships—where clear thinking and corrections of our errors are especially important—we seem to be particularly defective in recognizing and rectifying our misjudgments of our mates. In addition, although partners may believe that they are talking the same language, what they say and what their mates hear are often quite different. Thus, problems in communication lead to and then aggravate the frustrations and disappointments that many couples experience.

Take the following case: Ken and Marjorie, both busy in their careers (he sold insurance, and she was a secretary in a public relations firm), had decided to spend more time together. One Saturday Marjorie told Ken of her plan to spend the afternoon shopping. Ken, wanting to be close to Marjorie, immediately decided to accompany her. Marjorie, after a particularly frustrating day reviewing the books of a large and complex company, interpreted this as an intrusion (thinking, “He never lets me do my own thing.”) She nevertheless said nothing to Ken and was quiet during the entire shopping expedition. Ken interpreted her silence to mean that she didn’t care for his company, and he became angry at her. Marjorie reacted to his anger by withdrawing even more.

The facts of the situation were that (1) Marjorie did want to spend more time with Ken but wanted to shop alone; (2) she failed to communicate this to Ken; (3) she misinterpreted his overture as an encroachment on her freedom; and (4) Ken misinterpreted her withdrawal as a sign that she did not enjoy his company.

Numerous, repeated misunderstandings, such as those between Marjorie and Ken, and the resultant mutual anger will erode the foundation of a relationship. I have observed several times that similar misunderstandings escalate to the point of no return. What is remarkable, however, is that if partners catch the misunderstanding and correct it before it goes too far, they can head off the storm. Cognitive therapy is designed to help couples do just that—to clear their thinking and communication so as to prevent the misunderstandings from arising in the first place.


Dissolution of Marital Ties

Most couples are aware that there is a continuing crisis in marriage; that between 40 and 55 percent of marriages are likely to end in divorce. As they see more and more unhappy marriages and more and more breakups, couples may wonder whether this might happen to them, too.

Newlyweds, riding the tide of love and romance, want nothing more than a successful marriage. They often believe—at least initially—that their relationship is “different” and that their deep love and optimism will sustain it. Sooner or later, however, all too many couples find themselves unprepared for the problems and conflicts that gradually accumulate in any marriage. They become aware of a growing unrest, frustration, and hurt—often without knowing exactly where the problem lies.

As the relationship founders in a backwash of disillusionment, poor communication, and misunderstanding, the couple may begin to think that their marriage was a mistake. Nowhere is the “cry for help” a therapist hears more poignant than among those clients who see their once happy marriage begin to dissolve. Even couples married thirty to forty years may feel driven to end a relationship that they now regard as an unending series of mistakes and miseries.

It is surprising in a way that so many marriages do collapse. Consider all the forces that you would expect to keep a couple together. Loving and being loved are certainly among the richest experiences that people have. Add to these the other by-products of the relationship—intimacy, companionship, acceptance, support, to name only a few. You have somebody to console you when you are bereaved, to bolster your spirits when you’re discouraged, and to share your excitement when good things happen. And you have the extra bonus of sexual gratification, which nature provides as a special inducement to mate. Nor can you underestimate the satisfaction of having children and building a family together.


The hopes and encouragement of parents and other relatives, as well as the expectations of your community that you will stay together, provide pressures from the outside. With all these binding forces operating to fortify the relationship, what can go wrong? Why isn’t love—let alone all the other incentives—strong enough to keep couples together?

Unfortunately, centrifugal forces are at work that can split a relationship—demoralizing disillusionments, labyrinthine misunderstandings, and tortured miscommunications. Love in itself is seldom sturdy enough to resist these divisive forces and their by-products, resentment and rage. Other ingredients of a good relationship are necessary in order for love to solidify rather than start to dissolve.

The media’s idealized portrayals of marriage do not prepare couples to cope with disappointments, frustrations, and friction. As the misunderstandings and conflicts combine to ignite anger and resentment, the person who previously had been lover, ally, and companion is now seen as an antagonist.

What Is Needed to Sustain a Relationship

Although love is a powerful impetus for husbands and wives to help and support each other, to make each other happy, and to create a family, it does not in itself create the substance of the relationship—the personal qualities and skills that are crucial to sustain it and make it grow. Special personal qualities are crucial for a happy relationship: commitment, sensitivity, generosity, consideration, loyalty, responsibility, trustworthiness. Mates need to cooperate, compromise, and follow through with joint decisions. They have to be resilient, accepting, and forgiving. They need to be tolerant of each other’s flaws, mistakes, and peculiarities. As these “virtues” are cultivated over a period of time, the marriage develops and matures.

Couples are often adept at dealing with people outside the relationship, but few people enter an intimate relationship with the basic understandings—or the technical skills—that make a relationship blossom. They frequently lack the know-how to make joint decisions, to decipher their partners’ communications. When a faucet in the house starts to drip, they have the tools to stop the leak, but when love starts to drain away, they have no idea about how to staunch the flow.

Marriage, or even living together, differs from other relationships in life. When a couple—whether of the same or opposite sex—live together, committed to a lasting relationship, they develop certain expectations of each other. The intensity of the relationship fuels certain long dormant yearnings for unconditional love, loyalty, and support. And the partners either expressly, as in the marriage vows, or indirectly, through their actions, pledge themselves to meet these deeply rooted needs. Whatever the partner does is endowed with meanings derived from these desires and expectations.

Because of the strength of the feelings and expectations, the deep dependency, and the crucial, often arbitrary, symbolic meanings that they attach to each other’s actions, partners are prone to misinterpret each other’s actions. When conflicts occur, often as a result of miscommunication, partners are likely to blame each other rather than to think of the conflict as a problem that can be solved. As difficulties arise and hostilities and misunderstandings proliferate, partners lose sight of the positive things their mate provides and represents—somebody to support them, to enhance their experiences, to share in building a family. Ultimately they may doubt the relationship itself and so foreclose on the opportunity to unravel the knots that twist their understandings.

Untangling the Knots

Working with my students—psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers—at the Center for Cognitive Therapy at the University of Pennsylvania, I found that we could help these distressed couples by correcting their misinterpretations, untying the knots that twisted their communication, and tuning up their abilities to see and hear their partners’ signals accurately. Further, we found that they profited greatly from being educated about the dynamics of marriage—how to understand their partners’ sensitivities and needs, how to make joint plans and decisions, how to enjoy each other more.

The same program can enhance marriages that are not in trouble. It has proved effective with couples living together as well as those planning to marry. In fact, some of the most dramatic successes have occurred in partners who were completely committed to each other but wanted to get still more out of their relationship.

As the cognitive approaches have caught on over the past decade, an increasingly large number of professionals throughout the world have begun using them. On the basis of their careful record keeping and research at our center and at centers elsewhere, it is apparent that this approach has helped large numbers of distressed couples.

Among the graduates of our training program, Drs. Norman Epstein, Jim Pretzer, and Barbara Fleming have been the most active in conducting and publishing research on the cognitive aspects of marital difficulties, and in applying their insights to treatment. Drs. Janis Abrahms, David Burns, Frank Dattilio, Stowe Hausner, Susan Joseph, Chris Padesky, and Craig Wiese are other cognitive therapists who have pioneered clinical treatment approaches in marital therapy.

In view of the success of cognitive therapy as used by psychotherapists and marriage counselors, the time is ripe to share our insights with the public. This book should be useful to mates of every kind—housemates, roommates, bedmates—and of the same, as well as the opposite, sex. People who have kinks in their relationships can use the book to understand them better and to work out solutions on their own. Those couples whose problems require the assistance of a professional should find the book helpful as a preparation for such counseling and, it is hoped, as an incentive to get further help. The material in the book has also proven useful to couples already receiving counseling.

The purpose of this book is not to describe a “marriage pathology” but to define the nature of ordinary marital difficulties in a precise way so as to clarify their primary causes. Once the various components of the problems have been exposed, we can begin to talk about how they can be solved. I emphasize the problems early in this book because that is the way difficulties are presented. Later, as you gain insight into the problems, you can start to solve them.

The Plan of the Book

By first pinpointing problems and then solving them, I have arranged the chapters similarly to the way in which I conduct a series of clinical sessions.

The first nine chapters deal with different problem areas. Almost every partner in a troubled marriage will recognize difficulties in these chapters that resemble those in his or her own relationship. Sometimes the problem is obvious: there is more beneath the surface than meets the eye with respect to what people think and feel and how they act toward each other. In my work with patients, however, I sometimes have to peel back several layers to get to the heart of a problem. And, at times, one problem sends out roots to other areas, some hidden from view.

The cognitive approach gets to the roots of marital difficulties by focusing on hidden as well as obvious here-and-now problems rather than by reviving early childhood traumas.

To help readers determine the nature of their marital problems, I have included questionnaires at the ends of or in the text of several chapters. Readers can use these inventories to pinpoint their specific problems with their partner, such as unrealistic expectations, inadequate communication, and biased interpretations. When we move on to the remedies, they can review their answers to these questionnaires to help identify their problems, a necessary step toward solving them.

In my clinical practice, I first try to understand a couple’s difficulty by analyzing their descriptions and their responses to these questionnaires. I then can prepare for each couple a “cognitive profile” that highlights their particular trouble area. As does the physician who attempts to diagnose a medical ailment through physical examination, laboratory tests, and X rays, I use all the information at hand to make a “marital diagnosis.”

Readers of this book can follow the same sequence, first understanding and identifying the specific nature of their marital problems, and then selecting appropriate strategies for dealing with them.

After getting a clear picture of a troubled couple’s specific self-defeating attitudes and distortions in thinking and communication, I explain the nature of their problems to them. I have done the same in this book, devoting the first nine chapters to each of the problems most common in marriage: (1) the power of negative thinking: how negative perceptions can overwhelm positive aspects of a marriage; (2) the swing from idealization to disillusionment: why the image of the partner shifts from all good to all bad; (3) the clash of differing perspectives: how partners can see the same event—and each other—in completely different ways; (4) the imposition of rigid expectations and rules: how setting up fixed standards leads to frustration and anger; (5) the static in communication: how partners fail to hear what is said and often hear things that are not said; (6) the conflicts over making important decisions and the breakdown of the partnership: how personal bias and incompetence disrupt its operations; (7) the role of “automatic thoughts” that precede anger and self-defeating behavior: how negative thinking leads to provocation and rage; (8) thinking disorders and biases that are at the core of the problem: how cognitive distortions operate; and (9) the hostility that drives couples apart.


In Chapters 10 to 18 I present a variety of cognitive therapy approaches that partners can tailor to fit their own specific needs and to achieve the goals of their relationship. The “help” chapters start with the question of how couples can overcome the resistances and discouragement that keep them from improving their relationships. It is crucial that people recognize that they do have choices—that they are not simply victims of a bad relationship, no matter how hopeless it may seem. They can and should take responsibility for their relationships. These chapters show how.

I then take up the basic values of marriage, such as commitment, loyalty, and trust, and describe methods to neutralize the forces that undermine these foundations. It is essential to rebuild or reinforce those building blocks that make the relationship solid (Chapter 11). I go on to show how you can increase the sweet, loving parts of your relationship and reduce the sour, irritating parts. What are the things you can do to demonstrate to your partner that you care? I include a questionnaire for you to use as a guide in evaluating how well you and your spouse are doing in demonstrating consideration, empathy, and understanding (Chapter 12). In Chapter 13, I present concrete examples of how you can correct your distortions and adjust your thinking to reality. Then I shift the focus to the way in which partners talk to each other and show how talking can be a source of pleasure rather than pain (Chapter 14). Chapter 15 shows how you can clarify your differences in preparation for your joint troubleshooting sessions, which are explained in Chapter 16.

After you have eliminated the bugs in conversation and have tackled the practical problems of living together, you are ready to confront those characteristics and habits of your mate that infuriate you (Chapter 17). Finally, in Chapter 18 you will be able to apply the insights from the previous chapters to solving special problems, such as stress, sexual inhibition, infidelity, and the conflicts that arise when both partners work.

My assumption is that, at least initially, this book is being read by only one member of a couple. Consequently, my focus is on what he or she individually can do to be helped and so, in turn, help the marriage. Often, changes in one partner can produce remarkable changes in the other. As you become more knowledgeable about the sources of and solutions for marital problems, your changes can favorably affect your mate’s behavior.

In sum, in this book I discuss how partners can correct their self-defeating patterns of thinking and counterproductive habits, improve communication, and help to clarify and modify their mate’s problems. Finally, I discuss how they can work together to eliminate miscommunication, to make their relationship enjoyable and fulfilling.

In evaluating your relationship, you will find it useful to keep in mind your goals in marriage and how you can best achieve them. As a guide, I have listed what I regard as the aims for an ideal marriage.

 

First, strive for a solid foundation of trust, loyalty, respect, and security. Your spouse is your closest relative and is entitled to depend on you as a committed ally, supporter, and champion.

 

Second, cultivate the tender, loving part of your relationship: sensitivity, consideration, understanding, and demonstrations of affection and caring. Regard each other as confidante, companion, and friend.

 

Third, strengthen the partnership. Develop a sense of cooperation, consideration, and compromise. Sharpen your communication skills so that you can more easily make decisions about practical issues, such as division of work, preparing and implementing a family budget, and planning leisure-time activities.

 

Also essential to the partnership is setting policy regarding the care, education, and socialization of children. Foster a spirit of collaboration. Marriage is at once a business, a child care and educational institution, and a social unit. It is important that the approach to these “institutional” functions of marriage be carried out with reciprocity, fairness, and reasonableness.

As with most books directed toward helping people with their problems, this one has a guiding philosophy:

 

[image: image] Couples can overcome their difficulties if they recognize first that much of their disappointment, frustration, and anger stems not from a basic incompatibility but from unfortunate misunderstandings that result from faulty communications and biased interpretations of each other’s behavior.

 

[image: image] Misunderstanding is often an active process that results when one spouse develops a distorted picture of the other. This distortion in turn leads to the spouse’s misinterpreting what the other says or does and attributing undesirable motives to him or her. Partners simply are not in the habit of “checking out” their interpretations or focusing on the clarity of their communications.

 

[image: image] Each partner should take full responsibility for improving the relationship. You need to realize that you do have choices—you can (and should) choose to use whatever knowledge and insights you can gather to make yourself and your partner happier.

 

[image: image] Partners can help themselves, each other, and the relationship if they adopt a “no fault, no blame” attitude. This approach will allow them to focus on the real problems and solve them more readily.

 

[image: image] Actions by your partner that you attribute to some malevolent trait, such as selfishness, hatefulness, or the need to control you, are often most accurately explained in terms of benign (although misguided) motives like self-protectiveness or attempts to prevent abandonment.

 

Although this book is designed to educate and provide guidelines, it cannot have the same impact on a seriously disturbed marriage as would a counselor using the same principles and methods. However, I am convinced that many couples who would not ordinarily need or seek counseling can be helped by this book. After reading it, some couples may be motivated to obtain professional help themselves, or to use it in conjunction with counseling.

Many people who read this book may not view their marriage as troubled, but still suspect that somehow it could be more rewarding. Perhaps a couple want to regain their former pleasure at being tuned in to each other’s thoughts, of being able to make suggestions spontaneously, of arriving at decisions without wrangling. This book offers hints to cut through the underbrush that impedes solving your joint problems, to untwist the knots that frustrate mutual understanding. With an increased understanding of what makes you and your partner tick, you will be able to enrich your relationship.









1

THE POWER OF NEGATIVE THINKING




Karen, an interior designer, described how she came home one day flushed with excitement and eager to discuss some good news with her husband, Ted. She had just been awarded a lucrative contract to decorate the offices of a prominent law firm. But when she started to tell Ted about this unexpected success in her career, he seemed distant and uninvolved. She thought, “He doesn’t really care about me. He’s only interested in himself.” Her excitement evaporated. Instead of celebrating with him, Karen went into another room and poured herself a glass of champagne. Meanwhile, Ted—who was feeling somewhat dejected that day because of a setback in his career—had the thought, “She doesn’t really care about me. She’s only interested in her own career.”

This incident highlights a common pattern we have observed in people with marital problems. When spouses’ high expectations are thwarted, they are prone to jump to negative conclusions about the partner’s state of mind and the state of the marriage. Relying on what amounts to mind reading, the disillusioned spouse jumps to damning conclusions about the cause of the trouble: “She’s acting this way because she’s bitchy” or “He’s being this way because he’s filled with hate.”

As a result of such explanations, the injured spouse may attack or withdraw from the partner. And the partner, who very likely feels unjustly punished, usually retaliates by counterattacking or withdrawing. And so begins a vicious cycle of attack and retaliation that can easily whirl into other areas of the relationship.

Interpreting a partner’s motives in this way is fraught with danger, simply because we cannot read other people’s minds. For instance, what Karen did not know was that Ted had been feeling depressed over a reversal in his accounting business and was anxious to discuss it with her. Karen had no way of finding this out because she left the room in a fury She assumed that he was just too preoccupied with himself to notice her.

But her angry withdrawal in itself had many meanings for Ted: “She’s running out on me for no good reason” and “Once again this proves she doesn’t care about how I feel.” These explanations added to Ted’s sense of isolation and hurt. Ted, on the other hand, contributed to the disconnections in the relationship through his preoccupation with his own problems. In the past, when Karen would become excited about an experience or a new idea, he would start to analyze it rather than tune in emotionally to her enthusiasm.

This kind of misunderstanding and mutual mind reading is far more frequent in relationships than most couples realize. Rather than seeing that there is a misunderstanding, conflicting partners misattribute the problem to the mate’s “meanness” or “selfishness.” Unaware that they are misreading their spouses, partners incorrectly ascribe base motives to them.

Although many popular writings have focused on the expression of anger in intimate relationships, and how to deal with it, there has been scant attention paid to the misconceptions and miscommunications that are so often responsible for the anger and conflict. How one spouse perceives and interprets what the other does can be far more important in determining marital satisfaction than those actions themselves.

To avoid such marital misconceptions, it helps to understand how the mind functions—and malfunctions—when we are frustrated or disappointed. Our fallible mental apparatus predisposes us to misinterpret or exaggerate the meaning of other people’s behavior, to make negative explanations when we are disappointed, and to project a negative image onto these people. We then act on these misinterpretations—attacking the very negative image that we have projected.

It rarely occurs to us at that moment that our negative judgment could be wrong, and that we are attacking a distorted image. For instance, when frustrated by Ted’s moods, Karen projected an image of him as a kind of mechanical man, incapable of expressing feeling to another person. At the same time, Ted saw Karen as one of the Furies, filled with hate and vengeance. Whenever one of them would disappoint the other, these extreme images took over their minds and fueled their anger.

The Cognitive Approach

By using a set of simple principles that are part of cognitive therapy, couples can counteract the tendency to make such unjustified judgments and to project distorted images of each other. These principles can help each mate arrive at more accurate and reasonable conclusions, and thus prevent the cycle of misunderstanding that leads to marital conflicts and hostilities. Cognitive therapy has shown that partners can learn to be more reasonable with each other by adopting a more humble, tentative attitude about the accuracy of their mind reading, and its resulting negative conclusions; by checking out the accuracy of their mind reading; and by considering alternative explanations for what a partner does.

If Karen had been able to resist her inclination to portray Ted as uncaring and cold, and questioned him about what was preoccupying him, she might have been able to cheer him up to the point where they both could have celebrated her success. And if Ted had allowed himself to find out what Karen wanted, he could have avoided painting a negative image of her as cold and unsympathetic. But to do this, both would first need to realize that their conclusions could be incorrect and their anger could be unjustified or, at least, exaggerated.

The cognitive principles that helped Karen and Ted and other couples eventually to reach this point of self-understanding are the following:

 

[image: image] We can never really know the state of mind—the attitudes, thoughts, and feelings—of other people.

 

[image: image] We depend on signals, which are frequently ambiguous, to inform us about the attitudes and wishes of other people.

 

[image: image] We use our own coding system, which may be defective, to decipher these signals.

 

[image: image] Depending on our own state of mind at a particular time, we may be biased in our method of interpreting other people’s behavior, that is, how we decode.

 

[image: image] The degree to which we believe that we are correct in divining another person’s motives and attitudes is not related to the actual accuracy of our belief.

 

Cognitive therapy, which incorporates these principles, focuses on the way mates perceive, misperceive, and fail to perceive each other, and the way they communicate, miscommunicate, and fail to communicate. The cognitive approach is designed to remedy these distortions and deficits in thinking and communication. Its basic strategies and techniques are described in detail in Chapter 13.

The essence of marital cognitive therapy consists of exploring with troubled partners their unrealistic expectations, self-defeating attitudes, unjustified negative explanations, and illogical conclusions. Through a tune-up of their ways of drawing conclusions about each other and talking to each other, partners have been helped by cognitive therapy to relate to each other in a more reasonable, less hostile way.

Mind Reading

Lois, an attractive young woman who managed a stylish retail clothing store, tried to explain to herself why Peter, her fiancé, was silent on the way home from a party. Usually quite talkative, Peter sold ads for a suburban newspaper, which is how the two had met. When he became quiet, Lois thought, “Peter isn’t saying anything…he must be angry at me.” In trying to read his mind, Lois attributed Peter’s silence to his anger at her. Her explanation for what she believed Peter was thinking and feeling—her mind reading—did not end there. Lois then thought, “I must have done something to offend him.” Having established—in her own mind—that Peter was angry at her because of something she had done, she made the prediction “Peter will continue to be angry at me and eventually break off our relationship.” She then felt sad in anticipation of being alone for the rest of her life.

But Lois was off-target. She had gotten caught in a web of inferences about invisible causes and unknowable consequences. A different woman in Lois’s situation might simply have said to herself, “Peter will probably get over it in a few minutes.” The bare fact of Peter’s silence could fit either assessment.

Mind reading can produce inaccurate predictions resulting either in unnecessary upset or in what could prove to be a false sense of security. And such erroneous conclusions can lead to even greater troubles. If Lois acted on her mind reading, she could sabotage herself by withdrawing or lashing back at Peter—a reaction that might mystify him, alienate him, or provoke him to anger.

In this instance, Lois had misread Peter’s behavior. He was simply in a contemplative mood. She began to sulk and would not respond when he finally spoke. When she failed to respond, he became angry and started to criticize her. Lois, in turn, took the criticism as validation of her accurate mind reading, and she felt even worse. She reasoned that what she had feared was finally happening: Peter was fed up with her.

This kind of self-fulfilling prophecy is typical of problematic relationships. By misinterpreting the behavior of their partners, people help to bring about what they most want to avoid.

Because what people say and do can be ambiguous or misleading, it is not always easy to assess just how they feel about us or what their motives might be. Thus, Lois—because of her fears of rejection—was prone to interpret Peter’s silence as a sign of his anger with her. Although it is natural to read signs and look for patterns to tell what is going on in another person’s mind, we risk forming erroneous explanations and drawing wrong conclusions.

The Invisible Mind

Take this incident from my own life: While I am earnestly trying to explain my pet theory to my wife, she suddenly smiles. I wonder, “Is she smiling because she likes what I said? Or is she mocking me? Or is she amused because she thinks my theory is naive?” Even when I have other information available, such as our past history together, I may be at a loss to understand what is behind her smile.

What is crucial to me is not what I can see and hear—her facial expression and tone of voice—but something that will forever be inaccessible to my senses; namely, her state of mind. Other people’s attitudes toward us, their feelings about us, and their motives in regard to us are just as real as their words, gestures, and expressions. As I discuss my work with my wife, the essential reality—what I really care about—is not her overt behavior, not what she says, but her true attitude regarding my ideas—and me.


When we interact with others, we rarely have the time to mull over all the evidence to deduce their real thoughts and feelings. Since the clues are so often equivocal, we depend on fleeting observations of unclear messages, some of which may be deliberately contrived to deceive us. It is not surprising that we sometimes err.

Consider our dilemma. Our sense of one of the most important aspects of our reality—how people feel about us—must be based largely on facts that are not directly observable. Since such “internal” states are beyond the reach of our senses, we rely on our inferences about what we can observe. Problems arise because we tend to believe, as does Lois, our inferences—our mind reading—as much as we believe something that we directly observe.

Of course, being able to tell the true causes of what others do is crucial if we are to know when to reach out and when to pull back. Since this understanding is so central to our sense of security and to our intimate relationships, we constantly mind read—as did Karen and Ted—and automatically regard these guesses as facts. Despite the ambiguities, we manage to make fairly accurate guesses much of the time. If we have a trusting relationship with the other person—for example, our spouse—we can check out our guesses by asking that person what he or she is really feeling.

In the incident I have just described, the various guesses that went through my mind were all wrong! When I checked them out with my wife, she enlightened me regarding the real reason for her smile: my explanation of my theory had touched on an amusing experience she had recently had, and it was the memory of this experience—not my theory—that had made her smile!

When we are caught up in an emotional state, the vagueness of what we observe can trip us up. When we are upset or excited, our interpretations of other people’s thoughts and feelings, the “invisible reality,” are likely to be based more on our own internal states, our fears and expectations, than on a reasonable evaluation of the other person. We are unlikely to consider alternative explanations for what we see and hear, and our conclusions are more unyielding.

The pattern of jumping to conclusions is highlighted in clinical problems such as depression and anxiety. In these disorders there is a shift in the way people process information, a shift which leads to a negative bias in making observations. Furthermore, they tend to form these negative conclusions very rapidly, on shreds and fragments of evidence. A depressed wife, for example, may react to her husband’s fatigued look with the immediate thought that “He’s sick and tired of me.” An anxious husband reacts to his wife’s consistently not appearing at a specified time for an appointment with the thought that “She might have been killed in an accident.” In neither case do they pause to consider the alternatives—his fatigue, her chronic lateness.

All too often, the way we think in daily life is similar to the thinking found in emotional disorders such as depression and anxiety: we come to a snap judgment based on a slender thread of evidence—or no evidence at all.

The ways in which people think often get muddled as they move from a specific interpretation to generalizations. For example, Lois proceeded from the interpretation that Peter was angry at her to the broader idea that “Peter is always mad at me.” She then slipped into an even more serious overgeneralization—“I always offend people”—and she felt sad. At this point, Lois was so much in the grip of her negative ideas that she could not see there might be another explanation for Peter’s silence.

Lois’s generalization about herself not only made her feel worse but interfered with her finding out whether Peter was, indeed, angry at her. Another less sensitive, more secure person in her situation might wonder, “Is Peter actually mad at me right now? If he is mad, what should I do?” But for Lois, such logical reasoning was derailed by her hasty generalization that Peter was always angry at her and that she always offended people. Once these negative ideas had diverted her attention from her original question—“Why is he silent?”—she sabotaged the harmony of their relationship.

Other generalizations can intrude to aggravate the problem. Lois reached a further conclusion: “The reason I always offend people is because I have no personality.” This sort of explanation can acquire “fact” status in one’s thinking, and become the basis for still more unpleasant deductions and predictions. For example, Lois then thought, “Since I have no personality, nobody will ever like me and I will always be lonely.” At this point, she was at risk not only of alienating her boyfriend but of becoming depressed!

Lois progressed from an objective observation of Peter’s silence to a negative view of herself—“I have no personality”—and then to a dismal view of her future: “I will always be alone.” Although such erroneous conclusions are based on fuzzy clues, they come to acquire the full force of truth, particularly when crucial relationship issues such as acceptance and rejection are involved. What begins as an inference becomes a “fact,” just as “real” as the original observation.

At this point, it would be helpful to review the flow of Lois’s thoughts, in which we can see the gradual snowballing of negative ideas, leading to her feeling alone and abandoned.

 

Why is he silent?

[image: image]

He must be angry at me.

[image: image]

I must have done something to offend him.

[image: image]

He will continue to be angry at me.

[image: image]

He is always angry at me.

[image: image]

I always offend people.

[image: image]

Nobody will ever like me.

[image: image]

I will always be alone.


How We Misinterpret

If we could evaluate all the evidence in a situation before reaching a conclusion, we would then be less likely to make such mistakes. However, we rarely have the time to make carefully weighed, logical deductions. We have to rely on a quick interpretation, “reading the signs,” as in the mystery of my wife’s smile and the puzzle of Peter’s silence.

Signs are actually bits of data—a string of words, a gesture—that we translate into usable information. A foreign language newspaper, for instance, consists of lines of printed symbols, but these symbols are meaningless unless we can read the language. In order to transform what we see into something comprehensible, we have to apply our coding system. If the printing is wrong, or if our coding system contains errors, or if we don’t apply it properly because of inexperience or fatigue, then the result is misinformation and, of course, an erroneous conclusion.

We develop our interpersonal coding system early in life. It tells us the meanings of such observations as a person’s tone of voice, facial expression, or gesture. From the context and other observations, we weave the meanings into a conclusion. Since we feel more secure when we believe we know other people’s motives and feelings about us, we feel more confident about the conclusions we draw than the evidence justifies.

The major advantage of this coding system is that it provides immediate explanations. Its disadvantage is that it can easily be wrong: we may incorrectly read rejection when our partner is distracted; we may mistakenly assume anger when our spouse is tense and anxious; most important, we may erroneously attribute malice when our mate simply forgot to keep a promise.

Even well-intentioned, loving partners can get into fights and hurt each other because of such misinterpretations. Sometimes the misunderstanding is simply based on faulty communication, as in the case of Marjorie’s not informing Ken that she preferred to shop alone. At other times—and perhaps more seriously—the misunderstanding arises because the words or deeds of one partner unwittingly pose a threat to the other. The cause of the fight, consequently, is not the words or deeds per se, but the meaning that the partner attaches to them. The meaning, of course, is not apparent to the offending partner, who often believes that the spouse “should have known better.”

Signals constitute the kind of signs used in communication. Emotions and feelings, for example, are never communicated directly, but instead through the media of words, tone of voice, facial expressions, and actions. The context, of course, is crucial in interpreting the signal. A waitress serving coffee and toast is signaling a business transaction; a husband serving his wife coffee and toast in bed is signaling caring and affection.

Such signals form the fabric of close relationships, yet their importance is often overlooked in marriage. They carry far more meaning than would be obvious from a literal reading of the specific behavior. In the theme song from the movie Casablanca, the lyrics “A kiss is still a kiss, a sigh is just a sigh…” serve to highlight the fact that a kiss is not just a kiss. Signals like these are symbols of love and affection, and when they fade from an intimate relationship—or operate on different wavelengths, as in the case of Karen and Ted—their absence takes on a symbolic meaning, such as rejection or lack of interest.

Symbolic meanings can draw people together or drive them apart. A wife described to me how deeply moved she had been during her courtship whenever her fiancé took her to expensive restaurants and sent flowers. Even though she realized intellectually that this attention did not necessarily mean that he cared for her, the “deeper” meaning was so strong that she was always greatly moved by the gesture.

But after they were married, she started to react to “negative symbols.” Whenever he would come home late without having called her, she assumed that he didn’t care about her. Even though he would often cite his legitimate lack of access to a telephone, the symbolic meaning of his not calling was so strong that she could not revise it in her mind. Further, his waning attention to wining and dining her and sending her flowers also symbolized to her that he no longer cared.

Since signs and symbols are not the real thing, they have to be translated. Sometimes the coding system is deficient, and a spouse fails to read the signal: a husband may fail to recognize that his wife’s withdrawal is a cry for help; a wife may not identify her husband’s mock enthusiasm as a cover for profound disappointment.

Some people are more likely than others to attach symbolic meanings to certain specific situations. Men, for example, are more likely to regard conversation simply as a medium for transmitting facts, while women are more likely to engage in it as an end in itself, as a symbol of caring and friendship. Because of these sex differences in the symbolic meaning of communication, misunderstandings can arise between partners.

In close relationships, we are less flexible in using our coding system than in more impersonal situations. In fact, the more intense a relationship, the greater the possibility of misunderstanding. More than any other intimate tie, marriage presents continual opportunities for the misreading of signs.

Misreading the Signals

Marjorie and Ken met while they were both in college. They had the proverbial storybook romance. He was an outstanding athlete and she was the prom queen. After a whirlwind courtship, they were married. He became an insurance salesman and she became a secretary in a large firm.

From the beginning of their marriage, there were problems. Verbal, competent, overqualified for her job as a secretary but lacking the self-confidence to try anything better, Marjorie wanted more support and nurturing than Ken was willing (or able) to give her. Ken, who was not as successful in his career as he had been in college athletics, depended on her earnings to maintain the kind of standard of living enjoyed by his more successful friends from college.

A typical confrontation occurred after five years of marriage. Following a difficult day in the office, Marjorie started to complain about the working conditions to Ken.

 

MARJORIE: I’m fed up with the job. I really should quit. Harry [the boss] is always giving me a hard time. He’s always picking on me.

 

KEN: [She’s planning to quit the job. If she quits, we won’t be able to manage. Feels anxious. How can she do this? She doesn’t care about me and the children. Feels outraged.] You always do things impulsively.

 

MARJORIE: [He doesn’t trust me. He should know I would not quit the job. Feels hurt.] I’m just trying to tell you…

 

KEN: [This is awful. I’ve got to stop her from thinking this way.] (Loudly) I don’t want to hear any more about it!

 

MARJORIE: [He doesn’t care about me. That’s why he won’t listen to me and yells at me. Feels more hurt and angry. Starts to cry and runs to the bedroom.]

 

KEN: [She always does this to make me feel guilty.] Don’t you run out on me!

 

Consider the crucial importance of the meaning the partners attach to each other’s words and deeds. Marjorie wants and expects empathy from Ken. She is saying, in effect, “I’m in pain and I want you to comfort me.” But Ken translates her complaint (signal) into a threat. According to his coding system, when people complain about something, it means they will take some action, usually a rash one. Thus, in his automatic thinking, a complaint about a job means “will quit.”

Such hidden fears often trigger hostile reactions. Because he reads Marjorie’s mind incorrectly, Ken not only fails to respond to her wish for sympathy, but he also condemns her. Marjorie reacts to his condemnation with a sense of injustice and isolation. Her reaction when she feels hurt and annoyed is to cry and withdraw. Her withdrawal—which comes from a feeling of being abandoned—is then interpreted by Ken in a still more negative way, as a sign of manipulativeness—that she is trying to make him feel guilty. Consequently, the angry exchange (the criticism and withdrawal) takes on a reality of its own.

This vignette illustrates several features of coding systems. The meaning of a communication, while crystal clear to the sender, is often unclear to the receiver. Decoding the message, in essence, requires reading the sender’s mind. However, we often have peculiar ways of decoding the message; consequently, we are often wrong. In addition, the signals can be ambiguous, subject to quite different interpretations. Also, we sometimes read hidden meanings where there are none.

Once people attach a meaning to an event, they are likely to accept it as valid without further confirmation of its accuracy. If Ken had checked out his initial mind reading by asking Marjorie a question (for instance, “Are you thinking of quitting?”), he might have corrected his misconception at the outset. If Marjorie had not been carried away by the meaning she attached to his criticism (“He doesn’t trust me”), she might have made a more robust attempt to correct his misconception. Further, once the attack-and-withdraw sequence occurs, the meaning each partner attaches to the other’s hostile actions thwarts a clarification of the initial misunderstanding.

Partners should check their mind reading, either by asking directly or by making further observations of their mate’s actions. They will often find that their mind reading is incorrect. By disproving their interpretations based on mind reading, they have an additional payoff, namely, they can correct their coding system for understanding their spouse—reprogram their computer, as it were. This technique helps them to be more accurate in knowing what their partner is actually thinking and feeling so the relationship can be more harmonious.

Cognitive therapy increases people’s awareness of how they form such conclusions, and it encourages them to think of alternative explanations. This kind of therapy explores the signs and symbols that people typically misinterpret and helps them to arrive at more accurate conclusions, a great benefit to couples like Lois and Peter. We will see in later chapters the specific principles that were used to help Karen and Ted, as well as Ken and Marjorie.

Symbols and Meaning

In intimate relationships, certain kinds of situations have especially strong meanings. Such meanings are not based on the actual event but are derived from the important assumptions that one mate makes about the other’s actions.

When a person’s coding system is put into words, it is found to consist of a hodgepodge of beliefs, assumptions, rules, preconceptions, and formulas. As he discovered in therapy, Ken’s underlying assumptions were “If Marjorie complains, she will take some impulsive action” and “She likes to manipulate me by crying.” Marjorie’s assumptions were “If Ken is angry, it means he doesn’t love me” and “If he misunderstands my motives, we can’t communicate.”

The actual interpretations of events are shaped by these beliefs. If Marjorie believes that a loud voice means rejection, then she can only experience rejection when Ken raises his voice. If her belief holds that anger and rejection lead to abandonment, then she feels desolate—all alone—when Ken yells at or misunderstands her.

When an event consistently evokes highly personalized meanings, it becomes a symbol. When a person attaches a symbolic meaning (love, rejection, freedom) to an event, his or her reaction may be excessive, involve some distortion of the situation, and lead to multiple meanings. Lois, for example, perceived Peter’s silence as a symbol of rejection. Her symbolic interpretation had a ripple effect: she started to blame herself for the supposed rejection and to project a bleak chain of events into the future.


Though myriad symbols apply to married life, there are two major kinds of symbolic events that trigger excessive reactions. The first group of symbolic events revolves around the theme of caring and not caring. At the positive pole are symbols of affection, love, and consideration. At the negative pole are symbols of rejection, thoughtlessness, and lack of understanding. The specific misunderstandings of Karen and Ted, Marjorie and Ken, Lois and Peter, revolved around these negative symbols.

The second group of symbolic events in marriage involves the theme of pride. The positive symbols center on the theme of respect, while the negative symbols involve the theme of disrespect or even contempt. Spouses who feel loved and accepted can still be hypersensitive to any message that suggests that they are being belittled or depreciated. We will see later how equality became a big issue in the relationship between Ken and Marjorie

In the following dialogue, the symbolic meaning is “You underestimate me.”

 

KEN: I’ve decided that we need to get a new boiler.

 

MARJORIE: [Puzzled. Why didn’t he consult me first before he decided?] Why do we need a new boiler?

 

KEN: [She doesn’t have much respect for my judgment.] We’re getting it because we need it.

 

MARJORIE: [He’s annoyed at me for asking. He doesn’t think that I can have an opinion. Feels hurt.] I still don’t see why we need a new boiler.

 

KEN: You never can trust my judgment on anything, can you!

 

Because of the symbolic meanings they read into each other’s remarks, Marjorie and Ken felt slighted by each other. If their words had not triggered these symbolic meanings, the initial statements could have been taken at their face value, or any negative interpretations could have been readily corrected. However, since they each read more into the situation than was intended, they both overreacted, and neither sought  to verify the interpretations. Each partner was too caught up in hurt and anger.

In order to understand their hypersensitivities and overreactions, couples need to become aware of the symbolic meanings of the specific events that produce the exaggerated negative reactions. Marjorie and Ken could have prevented their overreactions. But they would have had to catch these reactions as they occurred, and then corrected their erroneous symbolic interpretations and conclusions (as explained in Chapters 8 and 13). But Ken was too miffed to accept Marjorie’s question (“Why do we need a new boiler?”) as a reasonable inquiry, and to answer it as such. The chain reaction of mind reading, attaching symbolic meanings, and misunderstandings had begun.

Bias

Some of the misunderstandings that beset a marriage have their roots in the rigid thinking that underlies prejudice of all kinds. The biased expectations, observations, and conclusions that form a prejudice reflect the frame of mind known technically as a “negative cognitive set.” When a husband has framed his wife within this set, for example, he will interpret virtually everything she says or does in a negative way.

Prejudice can twist our interpretations not just of others but of ourselves. There is a form of prejudice in people with low self-esteem; in this instance, the target of their prejudice is themselves rather than others. Such people are intensely concerned with the meanings of their interactions with other people, especially with what others think of them. But because their self-esteem is low, they tend to apply their preconceptions and make unjustified negative interpretations of how others regard them.

Lois is typical of such a person. Before she became so upset over her fiancé’s silence, she had had many animated discussions with him. But the one time that Peter was quiet wiped out, for her, these clearly positive experiences. Her assumption was that “When somebody is quiet, it is a sign that he doesn’t like me.” Once this assumption was activated, Lois’s view of Peter and herself became dominated by it. It never occurred to her that her assumption might not apply to Peter. Interestingly, Lois came from a family in which the “silent treatment” was used frequently to punish an offending member.

The prejudice that people with low self-esteem direct against themselves includes a web of negative attitudes. The thoughts that Lois had about Peter typify her responses to a variety of encounters. Lois’s basic assumptions could be articulated as follows; “If somebody doesn’t like me now, he will never like me”; “If this person doesn’t like me, then I am unlikable”; and “If I am unlikable, I will always be alone and unhappy.” Her assumptions predisposed her to interpret Peter’s silence as she did—as signaling the rejection that would end their relationship.

Although each of Lois’s assumptions could be proven groundless, they nevertheless exerted a powerful force on her thinking. Once the episode with Peter had occurred, the assumptions molded Lois’s interpretations of their relationship. One of the thrusts of cognitive therapy is to expose such assumptions, to determine whether they have a realistic basis, and to change them accordingly (Chapter 13).

We can see what underlies many of the problems of committed relationships more clearly if we look at the exaggerated versions of these ways of thinking in people who have psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression, and hypochondriasis. Their system of coding particular events is uniformly biased. Depressed people, for instance, are likely to interpret ambiguous events in a way that reflects badly on themselves. A housewife, seeing that the children are squabbling, concludes, “I am a failure as a mother.” An anxious person, on the other hand, sees danger in innocuous situations. A nervous husband whose wife is late for an appointment thinks, “She was mugged.” And the hypochondriac interprets normal bodily sensations as signs of serious disease: slight faint feelings signify a brain tumor, heartburn indicates an impending heart attack, and a backache signals kidney disease.

Such people differ from “normal” people in that they ascribe much more importance to their conclusions and hold them far more tenaciously. They are much more likely to spot patterns that fit their own preconceptions, and to ignore information that does not fit these patterns. Paradoxically, they remain mired in their way of thinking even though it brings them great pain. Such “cognitive rigidity” is accentuated in most people when they are under stress.

We can learn a great deal from these psychological disorders because we see the same kind of thinking in distressed relationships when the prejudice is directed toward the partner. Research studies have shown that couples in distressed marriages can be reasonably objective in the motives they attribute to other couples; but, in the same situations, they inaccurately attribute negative motives to their own spouses.

Distressed couples often react to each other as though they themselves had a psychological disorder. Their thinking about their spouse shows bias like that seen in people with anxiety and depression. To them, their beliefs are real, their minds are open. Actually, they have closed minds and a closed perspective where their partner is concerned.

Hostile spouses, for example, do not realize that their view of their partner may be distorted by their state of mind and the beliefs that dominate them. When someone tries to correct these distortions—particularly the spouse—that person may well run into a wall of hostility. Angry people do not take kindly to having their views of reality contradicted, and they see the other person not only as wrong but as attempting to manipulate them or even deceive them.

When hostile spouses attempt to divine an invisible state—namely, their partner’s emotions, thoughts, and motives—they are as convinced of their conclusions as they would be if they could see right into their spouse’s mind. To them, their beliefs are not simply a conclusion but reality. To correct these conclusions requires the application of a number of strategies, as explained in Chapter 17.

On the other hand, during the infatuation of courtship and early married life, couples show a positive bias. Almost everything the partner says or does is interpreted in a positive light. He or she can do no wrong. But if the marriage runs into difficulties, the repeated disappointments, arguments, and frustrations lead to a change in mental attitude. Distressed, the partners shift from a positive to a negative bias. Then, much of what either of them does is interpreted in a negative light. He or she can do no right.

The power of negative thinking is demonstrated in our casual observations. How often have we heard a partner complain, “We had a great day together and then one stupid little thing happens and it spoils everything!” The power of the negative is shown in a number of research studies. What most of all distinguishes distressed marriages from satisfactory marriages is not so much the absence of pleasant experiences but that interpretation. The improvements that couples show in counseling are accompanied more by a reduction in unpleasant encounters than by an increase in pleasant events. Happiness seems to come more naturally when the negative experiences and negative interpretations are diminished.

Just as cognitive therapy can help patients with clinical anxiety or depression understand their erroneous thinking, the same principles can counteract the misunderstandings and biases of distressed marriages, such as those described in this chapter. But first it is important to understand the basis for such problems in thinking, and to learn how to identify them. Then, couples can test their interpretations and beliefs about each other, and correct them accordingly—rather than letting negative thinking spoil their happiness.
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THE LIGHT AND THE DARKNESS




One of the mysteries in our society is how love, which can soar to the heights, can also trail off—leaving behind a cloud of disappointment, frustration, and resentment. One couple, who had anticipated a life of excitement together, drift into indifference and boredom. Another, who had shared all their enjoyments previously, now share only discontent and malaise. Still another, who had agreed previously on almost everything, now agree on nothing.

How does a couple shift from illusion to disillusionment, from enchantment to disenchantment, from supreme satisfaction to dissatisfaction?

Consider Karen and Ted, a couple who consulted me because they “could not get along” together. Karen was the successful interior designer and Ted the accountant mentioned in Chapter 1. They both wanted to understand why they were constantly fighting and to recapture the feelings they had had for each other during courtship and the earlier part of their marriage. They were puzzled by their constant bickering; after all, Karen had a number of good friends and Ted had always gotten along well with other people at school and at work.


Karen and Ted had married when she was twenty-six and he was twenty-eight. Always rather lonely and serious, Ted had been attracted by Karen’s lightness and carefree spirit. Her spontaneity amused him and her happy-go-lucky attitude offered an antidote to his seriousness. When Ted was with Karen, her joking, impulsiveness, and gaiety helped to lighten the heavy burden he felt he was carrying; her cheerfulness tempered his melancholy. They laughed together, enjoyed conversing and just being together.

As Ted’s affection increased, he sang Karen’s praises: “She’s wonderful. Everything she says and does is charming. She really makes life meaningful for me.” He thought about her constantly when they were apart, and every thought of her aroused in him a sense of longing, coupled with a feeling of euphoria. He wrote her long, passionate letters pledging his total devotion.

Within a few years, however, everything had changed. Ted became hypercritical of Karen. He was continuously annoyed at her: “She’s a pain in the neck. She’s an airhead. She’s irresponsible. She never takes things seriously. She’s superficial. She goes around with a vacuous smile. I can’t depend on her.”

Although Ted’s attitude had changed from one of admiration to faultfinding, Karen’s personality had not changed in any substantial way. Both Karen and Ted agreed on this point. What had changed was Ted’s view of Karen, his “perspective” of her. It was as though he had switched lenses and so saw her differently. He now attached negative labels to the same qualities he had previously described so glowingly. The easygoing manner that he had once attributed to her free spirit, he now ascribed to her “flakiness,” and what he saw before as playfulness, he now viewed as childishness.

Ted’s responses to Karen illustrate an important principle of relationships. A change in perspective brings a change in feelings. Ted idealized Karen until the inevitable problems of living together arose. He then began to blame these difficulties on the same qualities he had previously admired: her spontaneity (“frivolousness”), lack of seriousness (“superficiality”), and changeability (“irresponsibility”). As his perspective shifted, he began to see Karen’s qualities—and Karen herself—in a totally different way. He came to regard her as a drudge rather than a delight.

Ted had grown up in a middle-class family in which great emphasis was placed on correct behavior. Each evening his parents would have intellectual discussions with him that left little room for family fun and games. He matured into a serious, interesting adult. It was not until he met Karen that Ted was able to enjoy the lighter side of life. Initially, Karen’s appeal lay in her ability to ease his burdens acquired during a childhood overly constrained by propriety and intellectuality. Later in their marriage, however, he began to judge Karen according to these same values, and he found her wanting.

Karen also underwent a shift in her view of Ted. She had originally seen him as brilliant, witty, stable, reliable, and conscientious. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of public affairs, history, and literature. She had greatly enjoyed listening to his long analyses of the political scene. After she read Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, she labeled Ted a classicist, directed toward getting things done properly; and herself a romanticist, more concerned with enjoying each moment. She delighted in teasing him about his stuffiness. When she was able to liven up Ted’s life and get him to be more easygoing, she felt happy and worthwhile.

But once those qualities of Ted’s that Karen found most attractive or challenging threatened to stifle her spontaneity, she started to view them in a completely different way. Instead of being intrigued by his logical, intellectual approach to problems, she now felt oppressed. Karen began to conclude, “I can’t be myself when Ted is around. He dissects everything instead of enjoying it,” and she became increasingly restless and irritable in his presence.

Karen had been reared in a family in which much dissension occurred between her parents and among her siblings. Her father, who had ongoing financial problems, was strict and remote in his relations with Karen and her two brothers. Although Karen tried to please him by doing well at school and being helpful at home, she received the message that her best was never good enough. Her mother, though nurturing, seemed overwhelmed by the demands of family life. Karen developed a strong need for a mate who, unlike her father, could provide a solid base of security and who would accept her completely—without her having to perform well to win acceptance. She found this solidity and acceptance in Ted. But later, when he started to judge her, she found herself in the same position she had occupied with her father.

Karen and Ted offer a good example of how
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