WHY IS ALWAYS SOMETHING WRONG WITH MARRIAGE?
Georges A. Tichy, Psy.D. 

Clinical Psychologist – PSY17833 
This is a time when I will share with you some challenging views on the reasons why almost every marital relationship is sooner or later affected by very serious, sometimes unresolvable difficulties. 

It seems that nobody can escape the tribulation caused by the friction between spouses. What is wrong with marriage? Why does it go wrong most times? Are there any answers to these questions? Is the traditional marriage model the only one acceptable, or is there any other more functional option?
IT IS NOT WORKING!!

Try to figure this out! About 55% of first marriages in this country end up in divorce. For a second marriage the rate is higher, close to 70% and for a third it could go as high as 80%. Is this a good outcome for what is called "unity until death do us apart?" I doubt. What about people who live together without being married? It's difficult to have accurate statistics but it seems that the rates are even higher than the above because there is certainly less commitment in this type of relationship than in marriage. Now, look around. How many people have you seen that are really happy and trouble free in their relationships? If you are married, can you say that you are truly happily married? If so, congratulations! You are a very (very!) rare exception! But, sorry, I don't believe your answer was really honest.

Fact is, however, that there is something very wrong with this relationship called "marriage." It seems to be a big failure for most couples. Yes, many couples stay together, but are they really finding personal fulfillment in their relationship? Are they happy? Mostly not! And, why not? I know that what I wrote so far sounds harsh and tough. And it is! The problem is that most people keep pretending that marriage, as traditionally understood, can be functional and happy. But it cannot! If you don't believe me, just look around and you will see married people experiencing conflicts, frustration on a regular basis. It is time to stop pretending. We need new ways. But before we do this it is important to identify those factors that are presently undermining marriage. I have been thinking about it for many years and after working for a long time as a counselor, I have come to some conclusions about this issue. I know some of my ideas are very challenging - especially for people in denial or who are "pretending" that things are OK when they are not!

IDENTIFYING THE MAIN PROBLEM

Let me go straightforward to the point: the main problem in marital relationships (for married or not married) resides in the fact that spouses constantly try to exert CONTROL over their partners. This problem may start when they are still dating but already want to "conquer some territory" to make sure that they will be in CONTROL of the spouse all the time. It is amazing how much people struggle to gain emotional control of their spouses, always at a very high cost. The attempted control may be expressed in several ways. I don't need to give specific examples because almost everything in a relationship will end up contaminated with this controlling problem. 

A CHALLENGING PERSPECTIVE 

Relationships have been very difficult for everyone. I feel that professional counselors have done the best they could through the years in order to help people to deal with their conflicts. I myself have worked with hundreds of people struggling with their relationships. And you know what? I think we have been developing too many theories, trying to "explain" all kind of details present in a conflict relationship, but unfortunately, all these efforts often don't work. I think we need less theory and less effort spent on "understanding" what is going on. In order to be helped, what people need is a realistic approach to the problem, with more realistic behaviors taking place. In my opinion, there are four basic issues which, if learned properly and worked on diligently, can help people to have a more acceptable, functional, and tolerable relationship. 

The four issues are: 

1. RESPECTING THE SPOUSE'S FREEDOM
2. ELIMINATING "CONTROL" BEFORE IT KILLS THE RELATIONSHIP
3. NOT BECOMING CODEPENDENT
4. MAKING SERIOUS, HONEST COMMITMENTS AND KEEPING THEM

I am going to discuss these issues in a very brief, straightforward manner because the more we multiply words the more difficult it becomes to understand the simplicity of these ideas. I know that some people (some patients, some professionals...) will throw my opinions in the trash, denying their validity. Well, if the traditional complicated approach is working for them, good for them. But I am positive that for most people a simple, direct, and uncomplicated approach will work much better and may finally have some positive results. 

1. RESPECTING THE SPOUSE'S FREEDOM
The concept about RESPECT is one of the most important for a healthy relationship. It is closely related to the concept of "personal space," which is also a vital one. People have the universal right for their personal, either physical or emotional, space around them. Any invasion of that space will start an inevitable conflict. Don't invade your spouse's space!! It is very important that a marital relationship, either marriage or the common "living together," does not become an experience that destroys the identity of either one. It is very common to see relationships in which the spouses treat each other as if now they were mere "possessions" in the spouse's hands. This is never going to work, and under such circumstances it will not be ever possible to keep a relationship functional. Respect is a fundamental concept that means there will be no invasion of the spouse's personal space. 


2. ELIMINATING "CONTROL" BEFORE IT KILLS THE 

CONTROL is the cancer that kills relationships. There is not much to say about it, actually. The concept is clear and easy to understand. If you keep trying to control your spouse, or keep having expectations of what your spouse "should do" for you, that's it, you are destroying your relationship! Quit being selfish: let your spouse be himself/herself and let them do what they want/need to do according to their own convenience/desire. There is no other way. I know it is not what people want to hear, but fact is that any other formula simply doesn't work. People keep trying to control their spouses and keep complaining that the relationship is not working. Well… if the horse is dead, dismount!!! Which means, if what you are doing is not working, try a different method or approach. Give yourself a chance!


3. NOT BECOMING CODEPENDENT 

The definition of dependence is very important. In a few words, codependence is

1. Accepting something that is non-acceptable

2. Tolerating something that is non-tolerable

3. Negotiating something that is non-negotiable 

That simple? Yes, that simple! Whenever your spouse breaks a relationship rule, and you do nothing to stop the process, you become codependent and your codependence will allow and reinforce your spouse's unacceptable behavior.

Please, understand the concept: you are neither responsible for your spouse's behavior nor causing it. But yes, when you become codependent you are allowing that behavior to take place and continue to happen. You are responsible for your codependence! When I say "relationship rule" I am not referring to "your" rules or preferences, but rather to what the two of you have agreed upon. In order to do this make sure the two of you negotiate in detail the basic foundations of your relationship.

Many conflicts arise just because people do not address certain issues properly (or at all) and then later on they want to complain about the spouse's responses to those issues

4. MAKING HONEST, SERIOUS COMMITMENTS AND KEEPING THEM

What is a commitment? It is a promise. Relationships need being started based on what each spouse is offering to the relationship, not on what they expect from it. One of the major problems in relationships is that the couple does not discuss thoroughly all the aspects involved in their decision to become a marital couple. Then, when later on those undiscussed issues pop up anyway and threaten the stability of their relationship, they do not know how to deal with those issues or how to resolve the conflict.
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