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   I  PLAY A ROLE IN OUR CONFLICTS


A concerned husband goes to see the family doctor and says, “I think my wife is deaf because she never hears me the first time I say something. In fact, I often have to repeat things over and over again.”  “Well,” the doctor replies, “go home tonight and stand about 15 feet from her and say something.  If she doesn’t reply, move about five feet closer and say it again.  Keep doing this so we can get an idea about the severity of her deafness.”  Sure enough, the husband goes home and does exactly as instructed.  He starts off about 15 feet from his wife in the kitchen and as she is chopping some vegetables at the sink with her back to him, he says, “Honey, what’s for dinner?”  He hears no response.  He moves about five feet closer and asks again.  He doesn’t hear anything.  He moves five feet closer.  Still he hears nothing.  He gets frustrated and moves right behind her, about an inch away, and asks again, “Honey, what's for dinner?”  She turns around and replies angrily, “For the fourth time, vegetable stew!”


Sometimes, the very thing we complain about in others is really OUR problem.  Blaming, and avoiding being blamed by the other, is one of the most constant sources of bickering and escalating, angry arguments.  This exercise is designed to help you identify how YOU contribute to each argument.  Even when you feel the problem is 99.9 % the other person’s responsibility, it is extremely important that you still be able to say how you are aware that you contributed to the problem. 



                                INSTRUCTIONS




Do any of the following statements apply to you?  Check the ones that apply to YOU. There is no writing about the other in this exercise. 

___ I am aware that you have rarely heard me say, “I made a mistake.”  I know that makes you feel as if I’m totally blaming you.   I will try to tell you when I know I’ve made a mistake.

___ I can be very judgmental and act like a parent with you sometimes.  I know that makes you think that I think I’m better than you.  That’s not right, and I want to change that, without blaming you.

___ I have difficulty saying that I might have done something that hurt you, saying that I’m aware that what I did, or did not do, has hurt you.  I know that makes you think that I don’t care about you, or that I’m not accountable for my behavior.  I will be more sensitive to how I may have hurt you in the future.  

___ I have difficulty getting away from the idea that one of us is right, and that the other therefore is wrong.    I am self-centered when I do this.  I can see how my attitude makes our conflicts worse.  I understand that you might think that I think that I won’t leave any room for your experience.  I want to improve my ability to simply empathize with you.  I’ll try to stop judging what or who is right and wrong.  

___ I have trouble seeing that your feelings are legitimate and that they make sense to you.  When I cannot understand them I sometimes make you justify them, which I know makes you think that I think your feelings are crazy or stupid.  I want to get better at accepting how you experience problems, without trying to invalidate your feelings by making you defend your thoughts and feelings.

___ I am aware that I often get caught up in the argument of “whose fault is this”, or “who started it?”  It makes you think I’m unwilling to see what role I play in the our conflicts.  This means I’m unable to tune in to you, trying to understand what you’re feeling.  I’m going to stop the blaming.

___ I sometimes justify my behavior, when I’m really just feeling guilty, defensive or confused.

I know this makes you think I’m unwilling to be aware, or show, that I’m responsible for any part of our problems.  I want to stop justifying my bad behavior with you.  I want to stop justifying my rudeness.

___ I am aware that sometimes the tone of my voice sounds harsh and rejecting.  I can see that it would be hard for you not to defend yourself when I speak that way.   I know that makes you think that I have contempt or disrespect for you.   Or, that I don’t care about you.  I want to work on speaking more respectfully to you.  I am open to you saying, “Ouch!”, “That felt harsh.”,  “That felt disrespectful.”, or “That hurt.”   I want to learn to not argue with you about whether you experienced me as disrespectful.  I will try to see what’s true about it… even, if just that you felt it. 

___ I become fearful and don’t talk about it with you.  I end up showing that I am angry, hurt or I withdraw from you.  I can see how that would be confusing and frustrating for you.  It makes sense for you to feel unnecessarily blamed when I later reveal that it’s really something else that has me upset.  I want to get better at talking with you about what I’m anxious about.

___  Sometimes, I get harsh with you with my words, my tone of voice or with the look on my face.  I can understand how you might wonder if I want to be in this relationship with you.  Maybe the same day or the next day, I may try to convince you that I love you.  I know how hard it might be for you to believe that I care about you after talk to you, or treat you, as if I am disgusted with you, or hate you.  I am very sorry for how my ‘out of control’ behavior has damaged our relationship and cut into your trust that I want to be in this relationship with you.  I can only say I am now trying to learn how to be in control of my feelings.  In ‘My Book Of Rules’ about the self imposed limits of my own behavior, it is no longer acceptable for me to act that way with you.   I hope to make good progress toward that goal quickly.

___ I can be insensitive to your feelings sometimes, and I’ve rarely admitted that I’m aware of how hurtful that can be for you.  I want to see myself being more sensitive to how things affect you.  I want to see myself being able to listen to you and I want to be able to accept it if you tell me that I have been insensitive to you.

___ Sometimes I know I can be selfish or insensitive and I rarely admit that I’m aware of how hurtful that can be for you.  In the past, when you try to talk about feeling left I don’t take you seriously.  I want to make it safe for you to talk to me about this when I act that way.  In the future I want to see myself making it O.K. for you to say to me, “That was insensitive.”  I’m going to try to take your feelings of being hurt more seriously.  The way I will try to do that is to not argue with you when you talk about feeling hurt, scared or frustrated with  me.

___ I have been dishonest with you in the past.  I can understand how hard it is for you to trust what I say to you.  I need to face this problem of being deceptive.  I hope you can eventually forgive me.  I’m aware that I need to demonstrate that I have changed before you can trust me more fully again.

___ Another type of deception is not talking about how I feel.  I know I withdraw emotionally from you.  Even though I have my reasons, I do know that frustrates and hurts you.  It also encourages you to pursue me more strongly.  I may be hurt, disappointed or angry and I often do not tell you how I feel as I feel it.  That makes you feel confused and unconnected to me.  I want to improve generally in my willingness to communicate more about what’s going on in my life, particularly how I’m feeling.  I want to get better at not withdrawing from you.

___  Sometimes I say I’m going to do something and I end up not doing it.   I’ve said I would change something about my behavior and I didn’t follow through with what I said.  I can understand how you might come to distrust my promises to change and feel resentful.  It’s O.K. if you still feel distrustful now.  In the future I’m going to work harder to do what I say and to say what I mean.

___  Sometimes I tell you that you don’t love me or that I know that you intend to hurt me.   Or, I insist that I know what you think or feel, despite what you say you think or feel.   I know that is a violation of your personal boundaries.  It must be frustrating to talk with me, when I insist that I know what you think or feel better than you do.  I’m sorry and hope to learn how to simply express how your behavior affects me rather than to violate you by mind reading.

___  Sometimes I say or do something very hurtful to you and then later try to take it back, or say that I love you.  I recognize that it must be hard to believe that I love you if it’s O.K. with me to say or do such bad things to you.   I’m sorry that I’ve not had good limits on my behavior.  From now on I am committing myself to a standard of my own behavior that will never justify going so far over the line of respectful behavior.

____  Sometimes, when you are mad at me I am confused about why you are so angry.  What I tend to forget at the moment is that the problem is a repeat problem that I said I would stop doing.  And, I kept repeating the behavior.    I can see how you would think that my word in not valid or that I don’t mean what said.   Or, that I cannot do what I said and stop the offending behavior.  In the future I’m going to try to recognize repeat problems and to mean what I say.

When both of you are finished turn to your partner and read it, or say it in your own words.   Take turns saying what you’ve checked for yourself.   One partner reads from the first to the last checked item.  The other reads their checked items from the last one backwards to their first one checked.  Try to make eye contact while speaking.  In the next chapter, you will see that each of the statements above is a ‘First Pants & Socks’ statement.

After this exercise, talk with your partner about your experience of doing it.  

Did you notice any thoughts, feelings or body sensations?   

What did it make you think about yourself as you were speaking in this exercise?   

What did it make you think of your partner as you listened to him speaking?  

Is there some way you might see yourself using insights from this exercise that changes the way you could experience your partner?   

Talk with each other about what you may have learned about yourself in this exercise.

