Relationship Principles 

Read through all the principles set out below and make a note of any that strike you as significant in any way. The significance may be because you disagree, because it is not a principle you abide by,  because it seems like a good idea or because it is something  you imagine it would be hard to accept. Whatever the cause of significance make a note of the principle involved. Invite your partner to do the same and then set aside time to discuss the principles highlighted by each of you. If there are some that you want to explore using in your relationship then develop an explicit agreement about how you want to try it out, how you will help each other to remember and what criteria you will use to judge its success or failure.

1. When something goes wrong between us we have equal responsibility – both for its cause and for sorting it out. We refer to this as the 50:50 rule.
It only applies in relationships between adults seeking intimacy together. It does not apply between an adult and child, nor between a teacher and student. In these cases the individual with the greater power or/and awareness has the greater responsibility. So if someone is claiming to be more aware or evolved or anything equivalent then they are also taking on more than 50% of the share of responsibility for whatever goes wrong and resolving it.

2. An argument or altercation between us is not resolved if either person feels that their reality has not been accepted and become part of a ‘bigger picture’ of what has been going on.
This is a crucial element of determining when an argument has been completely resolved. And if arguments are not completely resolved then there will be a ‘stack-up’ – a growing number of issues that are brought into play in attempting to sort out the current argument. When we achieve a ‘bigger picture’ we both see how our previous understanding was only partial and how it interlocked into the other person’s partial understanding in a way that created the argument. Each of our partial realities is thereby acknowledged and seen to both have some validity and be incomplete or even incorrect (usually in the presumptions about the other person).

3. It is impossible to change anyone other than yourself, and all attempts to do so will reduce the intimacy and closeness in the relationship.
This is particularly important for people who have been therapists or involved in therapy because they might imagine that (a) the difficulties in the relationship are caused by the other person’s lack of awareness or experience (see the 50:50 rule above!) and (b) that they have the ability to see clearly what the other needs to do to improve the relationship. It is true that it is easier to see faults and defects in others than in oneself, but beating people up with their faults simply makes it far more difficult for them to do anything about it. We have found it is far more helpful for us to discover our faults for ourselves and to decide, for ourselves, to do something about it.

4. Each of us is only critical of characteristics in other people that we have not yet fully accepted in ourselves.
This is an extremely powerful tool for self-diagnosis and self-awareness. It has a counter, namely: one only admires characteristics in others that one has not yet fully owned in oneself. These are simply statements of the principles of how projections work. We have found that projections are rife and destructive in close relationships. A key word in the above descriptions is “fully”. Fully accepting a negative trait means not admitting it in some theoretical sense but genuinely owning it and being able to see when that trait is operating – ideally quickly enough to be able to own it in the present moment.

5.Use techniques and processes to help in difficult times; and agree the processes before things get bad.
We have used a wide range of tools and techniques for sorting out our issues. All the tools have been really helpful – partly because we both wanted to sort things out and had agreed on the tools to try well before the shit hit the fan. It is never a good idea to try to force your partner to use a tool – especially if you like it and they do not – the tool becomes part of the fight instead of a way of resolving it. We have described the key tools we have found most useful in the Tools section of the website.

6. To go deeply into a new relationship requires each person to face and resolve the issues that they failed to get through in all their previous adult relationships.
When a relationship breaks up it causes severe hurt to each person and they will each close their heart on the unresolved issue. To open their heart in a new relationship it is this historical hurt that has to be felt so that the core issue can be resolved. Doing this together in the new relationship feels extremely scary - “I do not want to be hurt like that ever again” – however it is also incredibly healing and bonding - and necessary.

7. Sexual difficulties are a reflection of difficulties in, or lack of intimacy in, the relationship; addressing the difficulties and increasing the intimacy is the best way to resolve the sexual issue.
This is an important principle because it is easy to confuse the symptom (sexual disharmony) with the cause (lack of intimacy). We have found over and over again that the more honesty, intimacy and closeness there is in the relationship then the more we enjoy each other sexually. Our sex lives are now better than they have ever been.

8. Intimate relationships need, and are enhanced by, quality time alone together.
This was particularly important for us when we had busy professional lives and were bringing up four children. A relationship can tick over under these conditions, but eventually it suffers. We found that when we did eventually get time together we experienced a few days arguing, shedding stress and dealing with the issues that had stacked up. It was only after about 3 days together that we were able to develop and enhance our relationship together. Our first long holiday together without the children showed us just how important quality time alone was for an intimate relationship. This is the strongest advice we give to our busy friends - spend more quality time together alone.

9. We have learned that whenever one of us makes a significant step in their personal growth then the other person has to make an equivalent step to maintain our intimate relationship.
It took us a while to spot this pattern, but once we understood it we were able to accept what was occurring between us more simply. This is another way of saying “it takes two to tango”. When one partner ceases to participate in a particular dance then their partner has to cease as well – and learn the steps of the new dance. This is all beneficial to the relationship because it means that we can keep each other moving along in our personal development.

10. When attempts to sort out an argument fail repeatedly it is very likely that the prime cause of the problem occurred well before the issue currently being argued about.
What happens is that the relationship is broken by something that neither person recognises as significant. Later the break is transferred to the next slight difficulty or disagreement. The later disagreement cannot be resolved because the real cause was the initial break. So to make headway it is essential that at least one person ceases to focus on the current (later) issue and starts to enquire about what could have created a problem earlier.
11. It is essential that each person in the relationship is able to own and express clearly their negative feelings and thoughts about each other.
People often fear that expressing strong negative feelings will cause hurt and therefore injure the relationship. However holding back on expressing negative feelings and thoughts actually breaks the relationship – the person withholding their feelings becomes closed to a degree. This causes far more injury than sharing the negative thoughts and feelings. We have come to the view that the core of our relationship is honest and full expression of our thoughts and feelings to each other, and that anything that inhibits or gets in the way of this is a real threat to the relationship. In the beginning we used structures and formal processes to provide a safe space to express our negativity to each other. Now we are able to do it as we go in pretty well any situation.

12. Never analyse each other; it is simply a sophisticated way of avoiding facing something in yourself.
We embarked on our relationship committed to a therapeutic model of improving ourselves. In essence this model presumes that when you become aware of an irrational behaviour or way of thinking about an issue then you need to (a) discover the origin of this in one’s personal history, (b) resolve the historical trauma, usually by releasing stored up feelings and (c) learning a new way to behave or think. Within this model it is very tempting to point out to one’s partner when they are behaving irrationally and what this is likely to be based upon (from one’s knowledge of their history). This temptation becomes irresistible in an argument where you are certain that it is the other person’s problem. However this never works – and it doesn’t matter whether the analysis presented is right or wrong. Indeed it is more pernicious when the analysis is right, because the person analysed will reject the analysis because it is being used in an argument, and thereby hold up their own realisation of what is happening to them. Focussing on what is wrong with the other person and how this might relate to their personal history is simply a sophisticated way of avoiding noticing your own 50% in the argument – and how that is related to your own personal history!

13. Close relationships can cause or exaggerate the polarisation of characteristics between the partners. These polarisations should not be confused with who each person actually is.
Most couples will polarise on issues such as generosity/meanness, tidiness/disorderliness, forcing/resisting and accepting/rejecting. What this means is that one person will carry or adopt one side of the polarisation (say being the generous one) thereby creating a space where the other person carries or adopts the other side (being the mean one). In fact each person in the relationship can be generous or mean, depending upon the context, but when they experience a context together they are very likely to fall into their established polarisation pattern. This is OK provided that both are aware that this is what is going on (as opposed to imagining that their partner is a tight-fisted bastard or a stupidly generous idiot).

14. The ability of a relationship to survive tough times depends upon the strength of the commitments made by both partners to each other.
There is a wide variation in both an individual’s ability and willingness to make a commitment and in the content of what it is that is committed. Our commitment, which has seen us through the most difficult times, was to each face whatever we had to face before considering whether to end the relationship. Basically we denied ourselves the possibility of avoiding facing something by leaving the relationship. Separately we also made commitments to monogamy and to sharing everything financially together. There is more on this in the Fundamentals section of the website.

15. We have found it important to regularly review, and if necessary renegotiate, the balance between doing activities alone and together, and between spending time alone and together.
We have found that it is important for each of us to have time alone and our own particular activities and pursuits that we do without the other. This way we each develop as individuals and regularly have something new to bring to the relationship. This is not to deny the importance of doing things together, which generates shared experience and understanding. We have found that it is important to regularly review our arrangements about this – otherwise one of us starts to get cranky for no other reason than that they are missing time alone.

16. There can be no secrets between us.
This is implicit in a lot of the previous principles where we have stressed the importance of complete communication together. We have found that anything withheld from the relationship reduces the contact between us and impacts on our intimacy and hence on everything else. This is particularly important in the domain of finding other people sexually attractive. If one of us does not own finding another person attractive then to some degree our sexuality is closed down – and the relationship suffers. So now we tell each other whenever we are attracted to someone else, and being out in the open it is less threatening and easy to accommodate.

17. We insist on being able to share confidences from other people with each other
Quite often people we know well will ask one of us to accept something in complete confidence i.e. to not tell anyone else about whatever is disclosed. We have learned that it is imperative to tell the person seeking confidentiality that we will always tell each other about any confidence and that if they do not want this to occur then they should not disclose the confidence. This is a particular example of the ‘no secrets’ rule, one that can be extremely important (because the confidence may impact the relationship between us or between us and the person disclosing the confidence).

18. Find out how your partner wants to be treated. Do not assume that they want the same as you do.
This is a very common trap because most people treat others in the way that they themselves wish to be treated. But this assumption is often wrong. For example when Jake is unwell he wants someone to be close and caring for him; so this is his response to Eva when she is unwell. However Eva actually prefers to be ill alone and finds it an added burden to have someone close. We have learned to ask what the other wants in this type of circumstance, rather than assume that the other person wants the same as we want for ourselves.

19. There are four key ‘dimensions’ to a relationship: intellectual, emotional, physical (sexual) and spiritual. A successful relationship requires basic compatibility between the partners on each of these dimensions.
Compatibility does not mean complete equality or agreement, but it does mean that there is a core commonality on which the relationship is based. One person may be more intelligent, or more emotionally aware, but the other has to have enough intelligence or emotional awareness to be able to comprehend and converse with the one with the greater ability. If there is an incompatibility on any dimension this is likely to be a continuous source of distress and disagreement in the relationship.

20. We found that the hardest issues to resolve in our relationship were around how to bring up children, and these were made even harder by being step parents to each other’s children by previous relationships.
One reason why issues around children are so fraught is that it is the area in which either partner can experience the most excruciating conflicts of their own priorities or values. “Do I support my partner or protect my child?” “I vowed that I would never do this to my children, yet here is my partner doing it!” With step children the difficulties are exacerbated by other parents outside the relationship being involved and by the lack of a primary bond between the child and step parent. We spent hours talking to each other to try to understand each other’s concerns and accommodate each other’s values and priorities.

21. Developing a ‘real’ relationship requires each person to foster and encourage their partner to be more ‘real’.
When an individual is not aware of their shadow or their ‘true nature’ it is difficult for them to be real i.e. to speak and act with complete honesty and integrity. In order for the person to make progress they need clear feedback on when they are succeeding and failing – and their intimate partner is best placed to provide this. The key is to reinforce the times when the other person is clearly being themselves – and clearly not – and to not seek to evaluate the many cases where being real is mixed up with some trip. There is also an element in this principle of daring each other to be more who we really are in more and more contexts (which also involves being less of who we think other people want us to be).

22. We have found it really helpful to acknowledge the good, the beautiful, the inspiring and the amazing in each other as often as possible.
This is related to, but different from, fostering the ‘real’ other and being honest together. The reason for separating out the principle of acknowledgement is that, over time, it will cause each person to grow to be closer to the ideal for the other. Positive affirmations foster growth – and learning. My wife has taught me how to kiss her well by responding positively each time I succeed in kissing her how she wants to be kissed.

23. We recognise that it is essential to accommodate characteristics of the other that are extremely difficult or impossible to change.
Some patterns of behaviour and responding are developed at a very early stage of childhood and reinforced throughout a person’s life. Some of these patterns may be dysfunctional in terms of intimacy – but if they cannot be changed they have to be accommodated. The person providing the accommodation is serving their partner and, inevitably and unintentionally, providing them with the best possible opportunity to overcome the dysfunctionality (but this is not the purpose of the service).

24. Allow, and protect, a private intimate space between you.
We are willing to share a great deal about ourselves and our relationship with other people, particularly close friends and family. However there are some things that are entirely private between us. This private space is a valuable part of our intimacy and we are protective of it. The material we keep to ourselves includes details of our sexual relationship and our shared opinions that others might find hurtful or difficult.

25.When we married we vowed to help each other on our respective journeys to God. Now we have discovered that our ever deepening relationship is itself a path to God, to the Divine, to Pure Love.
When people ‘fall in love’ there are usually two components involved. The first is an enmeshing of unconscious trips that each is (unconsciously) seeking to resolve. The second is glimpsing the Divine in each other: there is an exceptional openness in which the true self is seen by the other. As the relationship progresses the unconscious trips take over until they are either resolved or recognised and accommodated. They effectively eliminate the possibility of being open enough to have Divine contact together. However we have found that by persisting in dealing with absolutely everything that is diminishing or inhibiting our contact together, we are now able to have more and more Divine contact and it has now become a stable part of our relationship. Indeed it is now the touchstone we use to assess whether there is anything going on that needs to be addressed; and it is this that has enabled us to see that any secret, any withhold, and unspoken negativity acts destructively and prevents us contacting each other at this level.

