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Chapter 1: Introduction

We may not realize it, but our relationships are at risk in most encounters. If they are not being built, maintained, or repaired, they are being damaged. For brief or causal contacts it usually don’t matter all that much. But in any kind of sustained relationship, we need to at least maintain what we have, if not improve it. Especially with family, friends, work associates and lovers, there is a lot riding on most conversations. 

Relationspeak (r-speak) is a special language constructed for this book that maintains, repairs and builds relationships. It works best if both parties agree to use it, but it can also help in dealing with anyone, even strangers. Strangers might be a bit surprised by communications in R-speak. But it is the surprise with that comes with being treated with dignity and respect, as if they matter.

The main use of the new language, however, is improving close relationships. R-speak is built on the premise that the most crucial quality of a relationship between partners is the ability to be on the same page when necessary. In communication between intimates, it is of fundamental importance that they can achieve unity of thought and feeling at times, the deepest kind of mutual understanding. The basic problem in all close relationships is maintaining a balance between the need for unity, on the one hand, and the need for separateness, on the other. In R-speak, this balance is called attunement. It involves a continuing dance between commitment and autonomy, each being equally important. 

In Western societies there is strong tension between most men and most women on the issues of commitment and autonomy in couples. Because of their early learning, most men emphasize autonomy over commitment, and most women, commitment over autonomy. This difference in emphasis creates friction in both short and long relationships. The person emphasizing commitment, usually the woman, is hurt and suspicious about the partner’s emphasis on autonomy. The person emphasizing autonomy, usually the man, feels nagged and suffocated by the partner’s emphasis on commitment. R-speak is dedicated to the resolution of this problem.

Anticipating the more detailed discussion later in this book, a first step toward resolution can be briefly explained. Experienced couples, usually after many years of friction, may work out different solutions in specific areas. It makes a great deal of sense, for many reasons, when a couple negotiates an exclusive sexual relationship with each other. On the other hand, for balance, the same couple can negotiate areas of separation involving friends, for example, or travel. The understanding might be that each partner would be free to choose his/her own friends or trips, so long as no romance or sex would be involved. Allowing different resolutions for different areas of life is one way of satisfying the principle of attunement, the back and forth between unity and separation. 

But for most couples, there is a problem that needs to be solved before they can get to that point. Since the above solution requires considerable negotiations, some of great import or delicacy, many couples would have to learn how to negotiate in a way that doesn’t create more problems than are being solved. Reaching agreements on vital matters is not a skill that people usually bring with them into a relationship. Most people seem to carry on the communication traditions of their family from childhood, and often bequeath them to their own children. If this is the case with both of the partners, or even with one, chaos and disillusion are apt to follow. 

The first stanza of a poem by Philip Larkin, a Poet Laureate of England, summarizes the problem: 

                         They fuck you up, your mom and dad

                         They may not mean to, but they do.

                         They give you all the faults they had,

                         And add some new ones just for you.

R-speak is a way of learning new skills that can overcome the partners’ inherited patterns of communication. The new language combines some innovative ideas about communication with well known ones. One example of the latter is “I-statements”: a disagreement or quarrel is less destructive if one refrains from accusations (you-statements) that emphasize separation. This idea, and the next two below, have been discussed in self-help books on relationships and communication. 

I-statements are informative, but not accusatory. As long as I refrain from attacking the other person, I can say what I think, feel, and need. It’s best to avoid putdowns (“You are never here for me!”) by focusing on your own thoughts and feelings in the here and now (“I’m feeling lonely at this moment”). 

Another familiar idea is reframing. One can reframe a statement in a way that makes it less inflammatory. For example, an accusation can be reframed to be a request. Instead of saying, “You are not listening to me!” say, “I need for you to listen to me for a moment.” These two rules, especially when used together, can give disagreements, even quarrels, a constructive side. By revealing self, one can encourage the other person to do the same. Even in a quarrel, the bond can be strengthened, rather than weakened, by each person getting to know the other better and more realistically, warts and all.

The examples above also involve the issue of manner, an aspect not covered by I-statements, reframing or other verbal expressions. The exclamation mark in the accusation (You are not listening to me!), and its absence in “I need you to listen…,” suggests a nonverbal component. An accusation can be extremely unpleasant not just because of what is said, but also how it is said. Any statement that is so vehement as to suggest indignation, anger, contempt or disgust is all the more difficult to respond to. By the same token, a complaint or criticism can be heard as negotiable if it has been expressed evenhandedly. 

So in addition to what is said, there is the giant issue of manner, how it is said. Depending on how it is said, “I love you” can as easily convey boredom as passion. Manner plays a vital part in personal relations, because more than words, it can change meanings, convey intense emotions, and imply respect or disrespect. Especially with regard to emotions, it is manner that does the heavy lifting. Even a complaint about a relatively insignificant matter can feel like a slap in the face if the emotional manner implies insult or disrespect.

Respect, in the sense that it is being used here, is an issue in each and every encounter with another person, close or not. We usually don’t realize it, but we convey various levels of respect or disrespect toward the other person continually and almost automatically. What is being referred to here is not just the obvious and heavy handed command that a father might issue to his son: “Show some respect!” Our body language and the way we speak convey fine gradations of respect or its absence.

A simple example is the amount of time we wait before responding to the other person’s utterance. Interrupting the other person before they finish speaking is flagrantly disrespectful. But even if we don’t interrupt, speaking after waiting too little time may be heard as being impatient, implying that we are not registering or don’t care about what was said. Too much time, on the other hand, may suggest that one cannot understand what has been said or is reluctant or unsure as to how to reply. Since most people are almost infinitely sensitive to the exact amount of deference they receive, even tiny gradations of respect matter a great deal.

So I-statements, reframing, and manner will be important rules of r-speak. However, as useful as these three rules are, they deal with only a few of the many problems in getting along. In the chapters that follow this one, rules will be introduced as they are needed to broaden r-speak to the point that it can be applied to the most common troublesome situations. 

Each chapter will concern one rule, illustrated by several dialogues drawn from actual and from fictional encounters, such as novels or films. In addition to the dialogue as it occurred, there will also be at least two alternative dialogues using r-speak.  The point of each chapter will be to show how the use of r-speak can change the encounter in a direction that strengthens or at least maintains the bond, no matter how difficult or painful the situation.

Troublesome Situations

The rules of r-speak will be applied to the following situations (each with an illustrative dialogue). 

Quarrel: “I told you to STOP charging your long distance calls to our number!”


   “Alright. Alright. Don’t yell at me!

(or impasse: withdrawal and silence): “You haven’t called me for three days. 






    You always bring that up. I’ve gotta go.”

Dealing with authorities: parent, teacher, boss (or being authoritative one’s self) 

“Hey, dad. You came down too hard on my little brother.

“ Shut up. Its none of your business.”

Public speaking: how to connect with your audience.


Offering or receiving an invitation (romantic or not)





“Do you want to do something Friday night?

You mean like on a date?

Yeah, like on a date. What did you THINK I meant?

The etiquette of courtship









Questioning or being questioned about commitment (in a relationship)
”Don’t you like me anymore?

“I don’t know. I need to think.”

Distinguishing love from look-alikes, such as infatuation, lust, heartbreak, etc



Popular love song lyrics provide many examples of look-alikes. For example, there are many so-called love songs that are clearly infatuation, like “Just one look, that’s all ittook… “ (1963)


Being taken for granted: Being treated as a person rather than as a mere child, parent, spouse, or partner.










Breaking up, including the emotional aftermath. 







Offering or receiving an apology. Fake apologies: “I’m sorry, but you were bugging me.”








In the last chapter, the rules that form the basis for r-speak will be reviewed. The rules are sketched out very briefly below. This listing is so abbreviated that some rules will not be immediately clear. But each rule will be clarified in the chapter devoted to it by many examples. 

The first three rules were discussed above.

1. Make I-statements rather than accusations

2. Reframe attacks and derogatory statements

3. Employ a respectful, rather than a disrespectful manner
A brief synopsis of the remaining rules, with examples of two of the (leveling and attunement) to give a sense of the chapters that are to follow:

4. Take baby steps. Stay connected: involve the other at every small step, gaining their permission before raising troublesome or basic issues. When complaining, only ONE complaint at a time.

5. “Level”: that is, be direct but respectful.

6. Avoid getting lost in topic talk when r-speak is needed,  

         and don’t ​triangle about a third person who is not present,

7. You should usually accept apologies that are merely verbal, but don’t make them yourself. Say “I’m sorry” only if you feel sorry.

The first seven rules are simple and fairly easy to apply. Even if you ignore the last three rules, applying the first seven to your encounters can change your life. The last three rules are more complex, since they deal with the most hidden part of personal relations:  emotions and attunement. For many readers, learning and applying the last three rules will be an advanced course in r-speak. 

In modern societies, most emotions are covered over, either intentionally, or much more often, involuntarily. The curtailment of emotions is more obvious in males than in females. Boys learn early on that showing vulnerable feelings (grief, fear and shame) are interpreted as signs of weakness. First at home, then at school they find that acting out anger, even if faked, is seen as strength. Expressing anger verbally, rather than storming, may be seen as weakness. 

In Western cultures most boys learn, as first option, to hide their vulnerable feelings in emotionless talk, withdrawal, or silence. I will call these three responses (emotional) SILENCE. In situations where these options are unavailable, males may cover their vulnerable feelings behind a display of hostility. That is, young boys learn in their families, and later, from their peers, to suppress emotions they actually feel by acting out one emotion, anger, whether they feel it or not. 

I call this pattern “silence/violence.” Vulnerable feelings are first hidden from others, and after many repetitions, even from self. In this latter stage, behavior becomes compulsive. When men face what they construe to be threatening situations, they are compelled to SILENCE or to rage and aggression. 

Even without threat, men seem to be more likely to SILENCE or violence than women. With their partners, most men are less likely to talk freely than women about feelings of resentment, humiliation, embarrassment, rejection, joy, genuine pride, loss and anxiety. This may be the reason they are more likely to show anger: they are full of a wide variety of intense feelings, but sense that only anger is allowed them. 

In my experience, most women express vulnerable emotions more fully than most men. Certainly they express fear and grief more. The difference between men and women with respect to shame is probably smaller, but with women still more expressive of this emotion, if only obliquely. 

On the other hand, more women are inhibited about expressing anger, whether verbally or acting it out. Each year of teaching several hundred students about emotions, I would come across at least one female student who claimed never to feel anger. This student usually wore a continuous smile on her face that was difficult to remove, even on request. When such a student did hit upon the experience of anger during the course exercises, she appeared both alarmed and delighted. 

My impression is that the gender difference in these four emotions is slowly decreasing, as women are being prepared at home and school for careers. This change is clearest with respect to anger; more women are expressing anger either verbally or by acting out. The change toward the masculine pattern of vulnerable emotions is less clear, and may be quite slow. It seems that even career women still cry much more freely than men and are quicker to acknowledge fear.

Identifying and expressing emotions goes very much against the grain in modern societies. For example, lthough crying is tolerated more in females than in males, there are severe limits for adult women. The loss of intimate through death or separation gives rise inevitably to the need to mourn, and crying is a crucial component for the completion of mourning.

But after only a few weeks, both men and women usually find that others become intolerant of their attempts to complete mourning: don’t be morbid, get a grip, take a pill, see a shrink, keep a stiff upper lip. Often intolerance is expressed less flagrantly, in body language. But the child or the mourner is sensitive even to nonverbal displays of distaste, and learns to curb their emotions. Especially in men, this form of self- control is done so often that it become involuntary and then unconscious. Emotions disappear from consciousness, as if they don’t exist. 

The more backed up on unexpressed emotions, the more one is unwilling to countenance them: surely one will be overwhelmed. And also the more intolerant one becomes of other emotions.

Against this massive wall of resistance, how can one even identify, much less express one’s own full range of emotions? Here are some suggestions of do’s and don’ts. 

8. Express anger verbally, but avoid acting it out, and avoid expressing contempt and disgust towards other persons. The statement “I am angry at you because…” is r-speak if the manner is respectful. 

9. Uncover and acknowledge embarrassment and shame, rather than hiding them. Acknowledge grief and fear, rather than suppressing them (Especially important for boys and men.) Since these four emotions are routinely suppressed and ignored, this will be a difficult assignment for most readers. Becoming aware of hidden feelings is the most problematic. Once aware, acknowledgment to self and others is less difficult. 

One preliminary exercise that most readers will find helpful concerns reviewing the events of one’s day. One can do this alone, in solitude, as a first step. Simply sift through the events of the day, seeking to identify emotions that went unexpressed. Once having found an event that gave rise to anger, say, think about how you might have expressed it at the time. Often this step will arouse the emotion that was swallowed at the time, even to the point of feeling and expressing it. 

There is also a second step for this exercise that involves finding a confidante who will tolerate listening to your events of the day. Inevitably there will be some of your emotion-laden events that you will not be able to identify on your own. It will help to tell them to another person that you trust, for two reasons. The presence of the other is comforting in itself; you expect that your feelings will not run out of control in a safe context. Also it helps to get the right distance to be able to see your upset from the point of view of the other person, it validates it. 

For these reasons, reviewing the events of the day at home, at the end of each working day, without fail, is a good way for close friends or partners to help each other out, and to deepen their relationship.

10. The rule of attunement is also complex: 

 Balance we-ness and I-ness in close relationships (attunement) by connecting or disconnecting. That is, learn how to avoid both too much I-ness (separateness) by connecting, and too much we-ness (unity) by disconnecting. Since modern societies are highly individualistic, the idea that persons can become a unit through empathy, if only briefly, may be novel to the average reader.  I will provide one example here, and many more in the appropriate chapter.

First, however, some dialogue that involve the issue of leveling (Rule 5). The idea that leveling is being direct but respectful implies that two ways of not leveling: being direct but disrespectful, and being respectful but indirect.

Here is an example of the two ways of not leveling. At issue is the considerable problem of how to answer the question “Do I look fat?” An answer illustrating being direct but not respectful: “At your age you have to expect to gain weight.” The following answer, even though closer to leveling than the first, is  somewhat indirect: “You have been looking good ever since you started exercising.” In the chapter on leveling, some dialogues will be provided that illustrate the leveling solution to the “Do I look fat?” question.

Attunement issues are much more complex. There are many passages in literature that illustrate attunement and non-attunement between lovers. This example is from Wuthering Heights, in which Kathy, the heroine, describes her feelings for Heathcliff, the man she loves:

My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff's miseries ..my great thought in living is himself.  If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger: I should not seem a part of it.... Nelly, I AM Heathcliff!  He's always, always in my mind: not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being. 

Most readers understand from this and other passages that Kathy loves Heathcliff deeply. But in my interpretation, it doesn't quite represent genuine love. The passage suggests a lack of balance, at least on the heroine's part. Rather than loving Heathcliff, she seems to be engulfed and obsessed with him.

The amount of sharing of identity is crucial for a secure love bond. Each lover needs to treat the other as of equal value as self, neither more nor less. This balance maintains the dance of independence (separateness), and dependence (togetherness).  If, like Kathy, one lover places more value on the other than self, she can't stand up to him when it would be appropriate to do so. Attunement, a balance between togetherness and separateness, is attainable in R-speak, but very difficult, if not impossible to realize in ordinary language. 

One’s own autonomous self is valued no more than the other(s), but also no less. It is this feature that differentiates between true solidarity and engulfment. The implication is that moments of unity with the other(s) are, in the long run, balanced against moments of individual autonomy.

This idea is implied in the poem, To Have without Holding, by Marge Piercy (1980):

Learning to love differently is hard…It hurts to thwart the reflexes
of grab, of clutch; to love and let go again and again…

as we make and unmake in passionate diastole and systole the rhythm
of our unbound bonding, to have and not to hold, to love
with minimized malice, hunger and anger moment by moment balanced. 

The poem come very close to making explicit the moment by moment dance of togetherness and separateness that characterizes genuine love/solidarity. 

11. 
Conclusion and review. 





Five of these rules (1,2, 3, 5, and 6) are from the self-help literature, and the anger part of #8. The other four and a half rules are new. However, applying even the well known rules to actual dialogues helps to show how the rules are related to each other, a feature often missing in earlier discussions. Many self-help books deal with only one or two rules, leaving the reader up in the air with many kinds of difficult situations.  The final chapter will systematically relate all of the rules to each other. 

The average reader should be able to understand all the basic rules, and with at least the first 7, be able to apply them. Successful application of these rules gives most readers incentive for tackling the last three.

For some readers, however, applying the last three rules successfully may require considerable time and effort, and even coaching, marriage counseling or psychotherapy. Dealing with attunement and emotion issues is a challenge for most of us. 

To help my students with this challenge, the author will be available for coaching on the last three rules (scheftj@cox.net). Readers who request coaching would need to send dialogues that represent the kind of communication difficulties that they are unable to solve on their own. 

Effective communication is extraordinarily important in its own right, since it helps us to get to know others who are important to us and to be known to them. R-speak helps us to reveal ourselves to others, and to encourage them to reveal themselves to us. 

R-speak has another less obvious payoff. Revealing our own thoughts and feelings to others, and becoming more aware of others’ can be an enormous help toward becoming more aware of ourselves. The maxim KNOW THYSELF has been a central theme in literature and philosophy for over two thousand years. But there has been precious little help with directions for learning about self. R-speak can be a first step toward the long journey toward self-knowledge. 

      Let’s communicate!

Piercy, Marge. 1980. The Moon is Always Female. New York: Random House.
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