Reply to question about bitterness & alienation 
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Question: 




I have a question about how you convince couples with a high degree of bitterness and alienation to maintain and protect a safety/security system in the dyad when they often are engaged in attack/counterattack and feel self-justified or want to maintain a distance. 





First off it's a good idea to find out at some point how people met and why they fell in love with one another. I sometimes ask this during the initial session especially if there has been an extended period of stressful interaction between partners. Partners don't start off feeling bitter and alienated. That is something that is acquired over time and almost always due to a fundamental problem of co-regulation that first appears as partners begin to depend on one another. Bitterness and alienation is the end result of multiple periods of mutual dysregulation that goes unrepaired. Though it is true that partners come to the table with their own experiences of being misunderstood, narcissistic injury, attachment failures, etc., damage done in a relationship is always due to uncorrected, unrepaired gross misattunements which lead to a developing threat response and psychobiological sequelae that becomes a problem in itself. Keep in mind the Golden Rule: PEOPLE IN DISTRESS DON'T KNOW WHAT THEY'RE DOING OR WHY THEY ARE DOING IT. What goes on between two people in a primary attachment relationship is mostly implicit that happens faster than conscious awareness. If people really suck at interactive regulation (a.k.a. coregulation or mutual regulation) they're going to get into trouble in a primary attachment relationship. Most everyone can get away with poor relationship skills in non-primary attachment relationships, but all bets are off once we start depending on one person for attachment and psychobiological needs (that actually may be redundant since the attachment system is psychobiological).

Two things you may find right off the bat with partners that come in feeling bitter and alienated.

1) either or both partners never really fully committed to the relationship... ever. (CAUTION: DO NOT TACKLE THIS ISSUE ANYWHERE NEAR THE BEGINNING OF TREATMENT)

2) either or both partners exist in a one-person psychological system, that is they are actually single-minded. (DO take this up early on in treatment)

With regard to the first problem, any partner who has one foot in and one foot out of a PRIMARY attachment relationship is going to pose an ongoing threat (unintended or not) to the safety and security system of the relationship. It cannot be any other way. This threat can be very subtle and insidious and remain below both partner's conscious awareness. People are not at their best when they are afraid. If you want to observe someone act strange put them in a situation where they must perform a certain way in order to belong, be accepted, get in, be desired, et cetera. People are only themselves when feeling relaxed and safe. Drug induced relief aside, this relaxed and alert state takes time to achieve with another person. Couples who are secure tend to have more relaxed and alert periods with one another then insecure couples. Donald Winnicott called this "going on being." This state has been attributed to increased amounts of oxytocin and vasopressin in partners. It is really only in the secure situation that individuals blossom. In less secure situations people are in fact, less -- less productive, less attentive, less creative, less alive.

The audition situation is appropriate for the dating or courtship phase of a relationship. We know that early stages of lust or love involve presynaptic rushes of catecholamines (dopamine and norepinephrine) in the brain as well as a drop in serotonin. The former accounts for the blissful activation, excitement, focused attention, and mutually amplified positive feelings generated by two infatuated strangers. The latter accounts for the unpleasant preoccupation and anxiety these two strangers experience after separating. Nature has built in an ingenious system to keep two strangers who, when physically separated, stay focused on one another until they can be physically reunited! Imagine that! 

We never see anyone at their best when auditioning. We only see people in their fullest when they feel safe and secure.

With regard to the second problem: secure/autonomous individuals are good at interactive regulation because they operate in a two-person psychological system based in expectations of mutuality. There is a basic understanding that one's well-being is dependent on the other's well-being and that care of the other is self-care and vice versa. There is no a priori expectation of non-mutuality and therefore no signaling apprehension or fear or doubt of non-mutuality. It is simply an undisputed principle of primary attachment relationships. It is simply natural to think in terms of what is good for the two of us and not just for me or for you. Such is not the case for insecure partners whose earliest experiences are grounded in a non-mutuality reality. When viewing the problem in this way, it is understandable that partners would be unprepared and unskilled at performing basic and required functions of secure partnership. One such vital function is the swift and unconditional administration to the distress of one's partner. This function takes priority over all other values including the value of "being right" or "being understood." A chronic need to be right or be understood is simply incompatible with the secure primary relationship. 

I must temporarily break off this response as my daughter wants my attention. More later.... 
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