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Ever wonder why your self-control, rationality, and compassion seem to go out the window when dealing with your partner? Couples therapist Steven Stosny explains it all in this revelatory book about the divide between our Adult and our Toddler brains. Too often, conflict in our intimate relationships reactivates our least-regulated “Toddler” side, bringing out an instinctive desire to assert our own way and make everything a zero-sum game. Dr. Stosny shows the way toward overcoming these destructive impulses and nurturing our more loving and clear-eyed inclinations. Drawing upon his decades of experience working with couples, Stosny distills his insights into an actionable guide for acting on our best, rather than our worst, impulses in our relationships.

Empowered Love is a valuable guide for couples who struggle with an unhealthy dynamic; those already in individual or couples therapy who want a highly effective aid to help them communicate with their partner; and licensed therapists and counselors looking for an in-depth perspective on relationship strife.




[image: ]


Copyright

Copyright © 2018 by Steven Stosny

All rights reserved.

  No part of this publication can be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of Steven Stosny.

Bibliographical Note

Empowered Love: Use Your Brain to Be Your Best Self and Create Your Ideal Relationship is a new work, first published by Ixia Press in 2018.

International Standard Book Number

ISBN-13: 978-0-486-81940-2

ISBN-10: 0-486-81940-X

IXIA PRESS

An imprint of Dover Publications, Inc.

Manufactured in the United States by LSC Communications

81940X01 2017

www.doverpublications.com/ixiapress


For Fang Peng, my light


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preface: Love Relationships: A World of Their Own

Part I: Toddlers in Love

Chapter One: Love in the Wrong Part of the Brain

Chapter Two: How Can I Be Me While You’re Being You?

Chapter Three: Toddler-Brain Coping Mechanisms

Chapter Four: Toddler-Brain Relationship Destroyers

Chapter Five: Toddler Love Is a Jealous God

Chapter Six: Relationship Dynamics in Toddler Love

Part II: Adults in Love

Chapter Seven: Overcoming Intimate Relationship Dynamics in the Adult Brain

Chapter Eight: The Adult Brain Uses Values to Balance the Grand Human Contradiction

Chapter Nine: The Adult Brain Uses Metaphors to Balance the Grand Human Contradiction

Chapter Ten: Closeness and Distance: The Laws of Emotional Bonds

Chapter Eleven: Binocular Vision

Chapter Twelve: Adults in Love Respect Individuality and Honor Differences

Chapter Thirteen: Developing Adult-Brain Habits

Chapter Fourteen: Power Love Negotiation

Chapter Fifteen: To Get the Partner You Most Want to Have, Be the Partner You Most Want to Be

Chapter Sixteen: Sex and Power Love

Chapter Seventeen: Empowering Power Love

Chapter Eighteen: The Most Loving Thing You Can Say to Your Partner: Teach Me How to Love You

Epilogue and Summary

Appendix: The Toddler Love Epidemic

Index


PREFACE

Love Relationships: A World of Their Own

In more than a quarter-century of clinical practice, I’ve been fascinated, troubled, and occasionally tormented by three questions:

Why do so many smart and creative people make the same mistakes over and over?

At what point does the unavoidable emotional pain of life become entirely avoidable suffering?

How do we avoid suffering, while remaining vibrant and passionate about life?

I explored these questions in a previous book, Soar Above: How to Use the Most Profound Part of Your Brain Under Any Kind of Stress. When under persistent stress, all animals, including humans, retreat to previously acquired habits. In the stresses of modern living most of us invoke conditioned emotional responses formed as far back as toddlerhood. These conditioned responses originate in the Toddler brain (fully developed on a structural level at age three), pretty much guaranteeing that we’ll make the same emotional mistakes again and again, and run the risk of turning pain into suffering. Soar Above shows how to develop habits of coping in ways that activate the more profound upper prefrontal cortex: the Adult brain, which is fully developed around age 28. Used consistently, these new habits lead to greater interest, vibrancy, and success in most work and social contexts.

The Special Challenges of Love Relationships

I realized fairly early in writing Soar Above that I had to write a separate book to accommodate the special challenges of committed love relationships. These occur on an altogether different playing field from those of work and social life. As we’ll see, many of the problems of love relationships stem from partners who behave at home in ways that might serve them well in work and social gatherings but fail miserably in love relationships. No important human endeavor makes it harder to stay consistently in the profoundest part of the brain than interactions with loved ones. The simple explanation of why this is so is that living with someone invokes a wide array of routine behaviors, running on autopilot, without forethought or conscious intention. Routine ways of behaving are likely to stimulate old emotional habits when stressors are added to the mix, such as quarreling children, urgent text messages from work, or overdue bills. The Toddler brain by habit looks for someone to blame, denies responsibility, or avoids the issue altogether.

The more subtle reason that we’re apt to invoke Toddler-brain habits in committed relationships lies at the very heart of love. The same quality that makes love wonderful—giving fully of the deepest parts of ourselves—also makes it a little scary. Most lovers have not felt so emotionally dependent and powerless over their deepest vulnerable feelings since they learned to walk. Similarities in vulnerability can fool the brain under stress and increase the likelihood of invoking Toddler-brain ways of coping in love relationships. Most of the hundreds of couples I’ve treated were fine at work and with friends, smart, resourceful, and creative. But at home they were like playground kids pointing out each other’s faults: “It takes one to know one!” Most were compassionate and kind to other people, but to each other they were opposing attorneys in a bitter lawsuit.

As we shall see, one of the reasons that love relationships are so hard is because falling in love is so easy. Powerful hormones and neurotransmitters heighten our senses, activate primal drives, and lower our defenses; to a large extent they make us fall in love. Despite the enormous complications of modern relationships, the human brain really wants to love.

Alas, the biology that brings us together doesn’t keep us together. In fact, biology makes it more difficult to live together in happiness for more than a few years. That’s probably because the biological underpinnings of emotional bonds evolved at a time when humans were tribal, not pair-bonded. Maintaining communal connection was more important to survival than sustaining intimate connection. The focus of two individuals on each other was to reproduce, not to build a life together, as we now desire.

Of course biology is only part of the story. The social and cultural factors that at one time helped sustain long-term relationships have now become a hindrance to them. For instance, marrying for love is relatively recent in human history. Up until a couple hundred years ago, marriage was entirely a political, social, or familial arrangement. A higher authority would commit you to a union with a person you hardly knew. Sometimes you wouldn’t even see your betrothed until the wedding ceremony. “Lifting the veil” was often the first time the betrothed were face to face. Many people retain that tradition, along with not allowing the groom to see the bride on their wedding day, even when they’ve been living together for several years.

In the past, two people with very low levels of interest, trust, compassion, and love for each other agreed to form a union and build a life together. From such a low emotional starting point, there’s nowhere to go but up. In modern times, we start from very high levels of interest, trust, compassion, and love, unsustainable levels given the focus and energy they consume. For us, there’s nowhere to go but down.

The loss of infatuation is typically the first crisis of love relationships, occurring by the second year of living together. If couples do not cope with this crisis in the more profound areas of their brains—the Adult brain—the guilt, shame, and anxiety that emerge automatically as emotional bonds fade will turn into resentment, anger, and, eventually, contempt.

An unforeseen but devastating pressure on long-term love relationships came from the precipitous decline of the extended family in the United States. As recently as a couple of generations ago, the nuclear family—two parents and children living alone together—was a rarity. Typically, grandma was upstairs, Aunt Sally was in the basement, and Uncle Fred was in the spare room. If they weren’t under the same roof, they were next door or across the street. Extended families afforded couples much-needed support with children and finances. Nearly as important, members of the extended family were often emotional confidants for beleaguered spouses. Unlike their predecessors, couples trying to maintain intimate relationships now are quite on their own.

Other cultural changes in recent decades have increased the pressure on modern intimate relationships, but those do not include the breakdown of traditional gender roles, as is sometimes mentioned in the press. Egalitarian behaviors have proved liberating and beneficial in love relationships. The more egalitarian— shared power, choices, and control of resources—the more likely relationships are to be happy. Rather, the negative effects of cultural change come in no small part from the radical transformation of expectations that couples bring to committed unions, particularly over what intimate partners should do for each other.

The family historian Stephanie Coontz has written two excellent books on the social and psychological changes in marriage, Marriage, A History and The Way We Never Were. She points out, for example, that women of a couple of generations ago would be appalled at the suggestion that they consider their male partners as emotional confidants. Women of years past generally regarded their husbands as the last people they would speak to about anything emotional. Only after testing the waters with girlfriends, sisters, aunts, and mothers might they mention emotional issues to their male partners. They simply did not believe husbands could understand the complexity of their feelings.

Of course, wives of those times didn’t understand their husbands any better than their husbands understood them. The cultural shifts since those times have produced major changes in roles and expectations, with only slight improvement in understanding.

Partners can understand each other’s emotional complexity and form a more perfect union, but only when they interact from the Adult brain. In the Toddler brain, neither has a chance of understanding the other.

The painful disconnection that modern intimate partners constantly confront rises from attempts to get their partners to do something—“meet my needs”—when both are in their Toddler brain. In the Toddler brain, they’re incapable of seeing, much less helping, each other.

Habit vs. Love

In familiar environments, most of what we do is on autopilot, activating strings of habits that consume far less energy than consciously decided behavior. Each time we repeat the autopilot behavior, we strengthen the neural connections that activate it. More pointedly, habits rule under stress, when the mental resources required for consciously decided behaviors are taxed. The default to past habits when things get tough presents a major problem in sustaining feelings of love, interest, compassion, and trust.

Most of our emotional responses have been conditioned and shaped into habits before the profound part of the brain—the upper prefrontal cortex—is fully developed. (It’s not completely articulated until the third decade of life.) Without the hormones and neurotransmitters of love overriding those habits (as they do when falling in love), we make the same self-centered mistakes again and again. As we shall see, we’re apt to blame, criticize, evade, or stonewall when stuck in the Toddler brain, even though we know on some level that blaming, avoiding, criticizing, and stonewalling make situations worse and erode the emotional bond that holds couples together.

Power Love

In Part II of this book, we’ll see how Power love invokes the profoundest part of the brain to transcend the limits of emotional habits and help us become the most empowered and humane partners we can be. Power love is a relationship based on desire rather than emotional need, on support rather than demands, on enduring values rather than temporary feelings.

Not that things won’t go wrong in Power love. When they do, we’ll be aware that we’re not simply irritated or angry or anxious or sad, we’re irritated, angry, anxious, or sad at someone we love and value. We’ll always be aware that the love and value are more important than transitory negative feelings. We’ll appreciate that loved ones are more cooperative when treated with compassion, kindness, and respect than when confronted with criticism and demands.

At the outset, consider which of the following is more likely to elicit cooperation from your partner and improve your relationship:

Toddler brain: “Do what I want or I won’t love you.”

Adult brain: “Let’s do what makes us both feel valued and respected.”

Power love nurtures individual growth and relationship accord, much like musicians in a duet. Both must practice their own instruments to perform well as a unit. Only then can they fit their individual resonances together to accomplish something greater than either can do separately. Together, they are empowered to make harmony—empowered to act their most profound selves.


PART I

Toddlers in Love
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CHAPTER ONE

Love in the Wrong Part of the Brain

We fall in love in the Toddler brain, the wonderful, emotional, impulsive, and volatile limbic system, which reaches full structural maturity by age 3. We stay in love in the profoundest and most stable part of the Adult brain—the prefrontal cortex, which reaches full maturity around age 28. Toddler-brain love is filled with wonder and joy at first, but, as we shall see, inevitably causes irreconcilable conflict and pain due to its cognitive limitation, especially the inability to see other perspectives. Adult love rises from our deepest, most humane values of compassion, kindness, nurturance, and desire for mutual growth.

Most people would agree that, despite the moodiness and occasional temper tantrum, toddlers are joyous, loving, fascinating, and fun. And that sounds a lot like a description of falling in love, doesn’t it? Toddler love can be lots of fun for adults when they emphasize curiosity, wonder, and affection. But when we retreat to the Toddler brain under stress, as we’re wont to do, we become impulsive, reactive, self-obsessed, and demanding.

You may have noticed that you and your partner are more likely to shift into the Toddler brain in reaction to each other than in any other kind of relationship. You can be a sophisticated adult at work, in friendships, and at parties. So why is it so darn hard to maintain Adult-brain behaviors at home?

For all the wonderful things it adds to our lives, love exposes our deepest vulnerabilities, in ways that most of us haven’t experienced since toddlerhood. In early relationship conflict, when habits of interacting are formed, most lovers have not felt so emotionally dependent and powerless over their deepest, most vulnerable feelings since they learned to walk.

Toddlers are powerless over their own emotional states, yet they wield a great deal of power to make people around them feel good or bad. Adults who love like toddlers make each other feel bad simply by having interests, tastes, and vulnerabilities that fail to mirror the fragile sense of self embedded in the Toddler brain. Most complaints in toddler love take the form of:

“Why can’t you be more like me? Why can’t you know what I need and just do it?”

Confusing intimacy with having their partners think and feel the same way they do, they perceive rejection and betrayal when loved ones think and behave like the unique individuals they are.

Love Comes Easy to the Toddler Brain

You may have heard the saying, “Love is easy; relationships are hard.” The truth is, relationships are hard because love is so easy in the Toddler brain. In the beginning, euphoria and boundless energy flow from hormones like oxytocin and vasopressin, which are instrumental in social behavior, sexual motivation, and pair bonding. They make you feel like you’re walking on clouds and barely have to eat or sleep. And then there’s the hyperfocus of newly acquired love; you can think of little else besides the beloved. You can tell the “in love” couples in a restaurant; they’re so into each other, they barely pick at their salads, oblivious to the sights and sounds around them.

Lacking the ability to make social inferences based on evidence, the Toddler brain relies on projection to discern other people; that is, Toddler brains attribute their own emotional states and unconscious impulses to others. Love makes the Toddler brain attribute our best feelings and ideals to our new objects of fascination. We focus on what we like, while pretty much ignoring what we don’t like.

As the bonding hormones that brought us together wane (they can only last a few months), the euphoric feelings of falling in love fade. We stop the idealistic attributions and begin to see things in our lovers we don’t like. It’s not so much that we don’t like who our lovers really are, it’s just that previously they seemed to be everything we really liked.

If we just stopped the idealistic attributions, it wouldn’t be so bad. But the self-obsessed Toddler brain cannot stop projecting. When it feels bad, it projects negative qualities onto the now disappointing loved one. The inevitable disillusionment is what couples begin to fight about, as early as the second year of living together. They struggle, in the wrong part of their brains, to balance what I call the Grand Human Contradiction.

The Grand Human Contradiction

Human beings are unique among animals in the need to balance two opposing drives. The drive to be autonomous—able to decide our own thoughts, imagination, creativity, feelings, and behavior—must compete with an equally strong drive to connect to significant others. We want to be free and independent, without feeling controlled. At the same time, we want to rely on significant others—and have them rely on us— for support and cooperation.

Other social animals—those who live in groups and packs and form rudimentary emotional bonds—have relatively little or no discernible sense of individuality to assert and defend. Solitary animals are free and independent but do not form bonds with others that last beyond mother-infancy. Only humans struggle with powerful drives that pull us in opposite directions, where too much emotional investment in one area impairs emotional investment in the other.

Competition between the drives for autonomy and connection is so important that it emerges in full force in toddlerhood, which is why “the twos” can be so “terrible.” Toddlerhood is the first stage of development in which children seem to realize how separate they are from their caretakers, when they become aware of emotional states that differ from those of their parents. They had previously felt a kind of merging with caregivers, which provided a sense of security and comfort. The new realization of differences stirs excitement and curiosity but also endangers the comfort and security of the merged state. Now they must struggle with an inchoate sense of self prone to negative identity; that is, they don’t know who they are, but when aroused, they know who they’re not—they’re not whatever you want. Thus we have the favorite two words of the toddler: “Mine!” and “No!”

The increasing conflict with parents wrought by the drive for autonomy endangers the other powerful human drive: to connect, to value and be valued, to be comforted and to comfort. Hostility toward their parents, however short in duration, stirs uncomfortable feelings of guilt, shame, and anxiety, which fuel intense emotional distress—the classic temper tantrum. Internal conflict is overwhelming for toddlers, because they have so little development in the regulatory part of their brains—the prefrontal cortex.

The Two Brains

The primary survival function of the Toddler brain is to generate an alarm. Toddlers can’t take care of themselves, solve problems, or keep themselves safe. Their negative emotions are alarms to summon adults who will do those things for them.

All alarm systems, negative feelings included, are calibrated to give false positives. You don’t want a smoke alarm that doesn’t go off until the house is in flames; you want it to go off when there’s just a little smoke, even if that means it occasionally gets triggered when someone is cooking or having a cigarette. The Toddler brain functions as if the smoke alarm is the fire, instead of a signal that a fire might possibly exist. That’s like hearing a smoke alarm and screaming, “We’re all going to die!” We actually come close to that level of error by assuming that Toddler-brain emotional alarms represent certain reality.

The Adult brain reacts to smoke alarms by checking out the signal to see if there really is a fire or just something cooking. If there is a fire, the focus is on putting it out, rather than reacting in panic, trying to ignore it, or blaming it on someone. In the Adult brain we pay attention to feelings as important signals but don’t validate them as reality. Negative feelings are regulated with reality checks (is there really a fire?) and plans for improvement (put out the fire).

In addition to reality testing, the primary features of the Adult brain are appraisal, calculation, judgment, self-regulation (of emotions and impulses), and what psychologists call theory of mind, which is the ability to reflect on mental states of self and others. With these tools it interprets and explains experience: This is why I feel this way.

Most important in regard to love relationships, the Adult brain creates value. Creating value is holding persons (objects and ideas) as important and worthy of appreciation, time, energy, effort, and sacrifice. In the process of creating value, the Adult brain constructs the meaning of our lives.

The Toddler brain is impulsive, simplistic, self-obsessed, and given to power struggles: “Mine!” and “No!” Most relevant when it comes to maintaining love relationships, the Toddler brain is subject to splitting—all-or-nothing, black-and-white thinking. You’re all good when I feel good, and bad when I don’t; you’re interesting when I feel vibrant, and dull when I feel bored. In the Adult brain, we can regulate negative feelings and impulses, integrate enjoyment and disappointment, see other perspectives, and analyze our own experience. There we can plan, weigh evidence, make sound judgments, and build a life of value and meaning.

Most parents recognize that toddlers have a very low tolerance for discomfort and frustration. We monitor their physiological states to be sure that they are rested, hydrated, and fed, to prevent sulking or temper tantrums when the least thing goes wrong. Most of their discomfort is physiological, but a significant portion comes from their struggles with the Grand Human Contradiction; it’s hard for them to feel autonomous and connected at the same time. Only the Adult brain can accomplish that.

The downside of late maturity in the Adult brain (in the third decade of life) is that it comes online long after the Toddler brain has already formed habits of coping with the alarms it raises, mostly through blame, denial, and avoidance. Under stress, these fortified neural patterns, reinforced countless times over the years, hijack higher cognitive processes. Instead of modifying Toddler-brain alarms with assessments of reality, the hijacked prefrontal cortex validates its alarms and justifies its impulsivity and overreactions.

To the extent that Toddler-brain habits are reinforced in adulthood, distorting the interpretations and explanations of the Adult brain, we confuse the alarm with reality. This confusion makes Toddler-brain alarms self-validating:

“If I’m angry, you must be doing something wrong.”

“If I’m anxious, you must be threatening, rejecting, or manipulative.”

“If I’m uncomfortable, you must be failing me.”

If the couple remains in the Toddler brain, the blamed partner will inevitably blame back, creating resentment, hostility, and greater distance between them.

It’s All About Feelings

Toddler love is all about feelings, with no sense of deeper values to guide or anchor them. In the Toddler brain we vacillate between autonomy and connection; sometimes we feel like losing the self in the relationship and sometimes we feel like sacrificing the relationship for self-indulgence. The popular culture has come up with a label that covers both vacillations: “Getting your needs met.” Of course, the “needs” we want to get met are the competing drives of the Grand Human Contradiction, which, when out of balance, necessarily gives us a hot-and-cold, on-and-off relationship style. (Don’t worry, Part II of this book will show how to keep them in balance.)

Feelings processed primarily in the Toddler brain are highly volatile, leaping from the very positive to the very negative without a moment’s notice. This is what psychologists call “splitting” (the wellspring of “all-or-nothing” thinking). You’re either all good or all bad; I love you or hate you; I think the best about you or the worst. You’re on a pedestal when I feel good and you’re a demon when I feel bad. I appear needy or aloof. I either cling or pout. If my feelings are hostile, I’m prone to passive aggression, abuse, and even violence.

Why Toddler Love Must Turn Negative

Did you ever wonder why people are more likely to notice things that stir negative emotion than those that might invoke a positive response? I don’t just mean the “negative people” who constantly look for the possibility of a dark cloud somewhere amid silver linings. On autopilot, we all give disproportional weight to the negative. Consider how much time and energy you devote to recalling and thinking about negative experiences compared to the positive.

Emotions have what psychologists call “negative bias.” Negative emotions get priority processing in the brain because they’re more important for immediate survival. They give us the instant adrenaline jolt we need to avoid snakes in the grass and fend off sabertooth tigers, at the cost of noticing the beauty of our surroundings.

Ironically, positive emotions are more important to longterm well-being. You’ll live longer and be healthier and happier if you experience considerably more positive emotions than negative ones. Life is better for those who are able to appreciate the beauty of the rolling meadow and the sun dappling the edges of surrounding trees, as long as they are able to notice the snake in the grass, too. We have to survive the moment to appreciate the world around us.

Negative bias is why loss causes pain disproportionately to the joy of equivalent gain. Having a nice meal is enjoyable but, in most cases, is incomparable to the distress of missing a meal altogether. Finding $10,000 will be pleasant for a day or so; losing $10,000 can ruin many, many days. More poignantly, having a child is a joyous occasion; losing a child takes a lifetime of recovery.

In my Toddler brain, the negative bias of emotions makes it unlikely that I’ll notice all the things my partner does that benefit me (appreciation is the province of the Adult brain), but I’ll surely resent when she doesn’t do what I want. In family relationships, research shows that it typically requires at least five positive gestures to counterbalance one little negative remark. If research just measured Toddler-brain exchanges, the ratio of positive to negative no doubt would be higher just to maintain neutrality.

Love in the Grand Human Contradiction

Connection in the Toddler brain is illuminated by what the pioneering family theorist, Murray Bowen, described as emotional fusion, a process by which parties in a relationship become undifferentiated extensions of each other’s feelings. When adults try to love in the Toddler brain, “getting their needs met” means being joined at the hip. Any individual growth or development in one threatens the other.

Toddlers in love assert autonomy by rejecting connection, as if they can’t have a self without pushing away those they love. They cope with the inherent guilt of rejecting loved ones by finding fault in their partners. The more they perceive that a romantic connection threatens their autonomy, the more fault they find.

Ironically, we lose ourselves as we find fault in our partners, and that’s the subject of the next chapter.


CHAPTER TWO

How Can I Be Me While You’re Being You?

Do you occasionally feel like you become a different person around your partner? Does it seem like he or she has to change—or that you’ll have to change partners—for you to be your true self? Do you take turns acting like a stubborn toddler and feeling as powerless as one?

Well, you’re not alone. Just about all lovers go through a stage of high emotional reactivity that threatens to destroy their relationship. If one makes a request or an “observation” with any hint of negative emotion, it automatically triggers an unpleasant response in the partner. It doesn’t matter how the request and response are worded, the negative emotion underlying them makes both parties feel wronged and like they can’t be themselves around each other.

“You’re always complaining.”

“I’m not complaining, you’re criticizing.”

“You’re so controlling!”

Emotional reactivity is an automatic, usually unconscious response to specific events, situations, or people. Sometimes this is a great thing. While we are falling in love, the mere presence of the beloved fills us with fascination and joy. We thrill at the smiles of our infants and revel in the excitement of new friends. But under stress, emotional reactivity is almost entirely negative. The environment seems more threatening or fraught with uncertainty. Our “buttons get pushed” more easily. We’re more likely to lash out or, if we hold it in, emotionally shut down. In couples afflicted with high emotional reactivity, a negative feeling in one partner triggers chaos or shutdown in the other.

All social animals are subject to high emotional reactivity when the environment is perceived to be dangerous. A hair-trigger response shoots adrenaline and cortisol into everyone’s bloodstream when one member of the pack senses threat. An alarm in one creates alarm in all, which increases chances of survival; the pack has multiple eyes, ears, and noses and a singular alarm system transmitted from any individual to all the others.

The problem in human intimate relationships is that the Toddler brain is a “better safe than sorry” alarm system. It would rather be wrong 999 times thinking a spouse is a sabertooth tiger than be wrong once thinking a sabertooth tiger is a spouse. Instead of fangs, the partner has an independent will, which is likely to be construed as stubborn or selfish. Behavior requests become demands, calling for submission rather than cooperation, automatically provoking the toddler standoff:

“If you loved me, you’d do this.”

“If you loved me, you wouldn’t ask me to do this.”

One partner’s perceived “need” for validation crashes headlong into the “need” of the other not to be controlled. Both end up feeling hurt, angry, and wronged.

High emotional reactivity makes toddler love intolerant of differences (you have to see the world the way I do), narcissistic (incapable of seeing other perspectives), all-or-nothing (you’re on a pedestal or you’re a demon), and dependent on the current emotional state, which in turn depends on the current physiological state (uncomfortable, tired, hungry, thirsty, overstimulated, or ill). This creates patterns of interacting that make partners seem first like opponents and eventually like enemies.

The Automatic Defense System

Toddler-brain reactivity puts most interactions in the control of an invisible automatic defense system . It’s invisible because it’s most often triggered inadvertently, by body language, facial expressions, tension, distractedness, hesitations, impatience, discomfort, or eagerness. It’s activated almost entirely unconsciously; by the time you’re aware of any feelings, it’s in an advanced stage.

Although the automatic defense system operates in workplace relationships, it does most of its damage in family interactions. Think of your gut reaction when your partner avoids looking at you or merely sighs. Think of how you react when you hear the front door close, even before your partner enters the room or when he or she says something with “that tone,” gets that “facial expression,” or rolls his or her eyes. Suddenly you find yourself in a defensive posture, prepared for the worst.

When you’re both defensive, bad things are likely to happen.
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