Negotiating in the Three States of Marriage
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Leading the other back to Intimacy

                The Second State of Marriage: Conflict

Suppose, while a couple is in the stage of Intimacy, the husband is unintentionally inconsiderate. He promised to pick up orange juice on the way home from work, and forgot. Or perhaps, through no fault of her own, the wife is ineffective in meeting one of his most important emo-tional needs, causing him frustration. Because of their vulnerability and close emotional bonding, every negative experience feels like a stab in the back. "Why are you treating me this way?" The slumbering Taker has been alerted to your pain. "I haven't done anything to hurt you." 

If this was just a temporary lapse, if the errant partner is still in a giving mood, apologies abound and efforts are made to compensate for the pain. The husband promises that he will be more thoughtful in the future and the wife makes an effort to meet her husband's unmet need. The Taker is satisfied that all is well, and goes back to sleep, leaving the Giver in charge, and keeping the couple in the state of intimacy. 

But what happens if there are no apologies? What if the damage is not repaired quickly? What if one partner continues to be thoughtless? 

As soon as you can say, "Bull in a china closet," out comes the Taker, drawing you into the second state of marriage, Conflict. Now the Taker's rules and emotional reactions prevail. Instinctively you adapt the Taker's rule: Do whatever you can to make yourself happy, and avoid anything that makes yourself unhappy. When one spouse follows this new rule, it isn't long before the other spouse's Taker pushes the Giver aside and is ready for battle. In this state of marriage, partners are no longer willing to meet each other's needs, but demand that their 

own needs be met first. They no longer guarantee protection, but in-stead, threaten each other with pain unless their demands are met. 

In the state of Conflict, conversation tends to be disrespectful, re-sentful and even hateful. Mutual care and concern have been replaced by mutual self-centeredness. Your Taker no longer trusts your spouse to look after your interests, but pull out all the stops to see to it that you are treated fairly. The problem, of course, is that your Taker does not know how to treat your spouse with that same fairness. Fairness is 

viewed by the Taker as getting its way at all costs. 

In the state of Conflict, couples are still emotionally bonded and that makes the pain of thoughtlessness even worse. Love units are withdrawn at a very fast rate. They may still hope that the hurting will stop and there will be a return to the state of Intimacy, but they don't trust each other to stop the madness. Occasionally, one spouse may revert to the state of Intimacy, but if peace is to return, they must both do it 

simultaneously. The only way to calm down both spouse's Takers is for both of them to be protected at the same time. 

Couples can return to the state of Intimacy from Conflict, if, and only if, they stop hurting each other and return to meeting each other's emotional needs again. 

This is extremely difficult because, in the state of Conflict, your Taker urges you to return pain whenever you receive it. So for most couples, the state of Conflict inspires them to think with short-sightedness. Instead of wanting to meet each other's needs, they want their own needs met before they'll do anything. That makes resolving the conflict seem almost impossible, because our Takers would rather fight than try to make the other spouse happy. 

Negotiations in the state of Intimacy really don't work, because each spouse is trying to out-give each other. They are both happy with the arrangement, but it's not what I consider bargaining. It's like giving away the store! 

However, negotiations in the state of Conflict don't work either. Each spouse is trying to out-take each other. There is no effort to make the other spouse happy, only the self-centered effort of pleasing yourself at the other person's expense. It's like robbing the bank. 
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