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Constructive Arguments
Dear Suzanne: Could you give me some tips on having a constructive
argument? Sometimes my wife and I get into competitive power struggles and
wind up trying to out-insult each other. It is not working. -- Rick
Dear Rick: Here are a few ground rules for constructive “fighting”:
1. When angry, try to take a few seconds to organize your thoughts and then use
“I messages” to talk to your wife about your thoughts or feelings. If you put
things this way, i.e., I am feeling hurt or angry or sad, or I need or would
appreciate it if you would pay attention to me. Instead of telling her she never
pays attention to you anymore, you let her know how you feel, not where you
think she falls down. Try to avoid expressing anger as hostility -- namecalling, accusing, blaming, sulking -- since these just invite and provoke
retaliation and the kind of power struggles you described in your letter. Ask
you wife to do the same.
2. If your wife comes to you with a “beef,” try to repeat back to her what she said
to get a real sense of how she feels. This is difficult as it involves putting your
own defensiveness aside and trying to empathize with her. This repetition
serves a couple of purposes: it provides a little “time-out” to let the reasoning
brain become dominant, and it demonstrates that you are really listening and
trying to understand. Ask your wife to do the same.
3. Once you each clearly understand what the other has said, the two of you can
pull together to resolve the issue at hand without getting sidetracked about
whose fault it is.
4. Keep in mind that no one can read minds. Everything must be clearly
presented. Ask a lot of questions to really understand. Most people express
themselves in a kind of shorthand after they have given a matter a lot of
thought, expecting the other to understand the generalized end result without
“showing their work”. Try to “show your work” and ask your wife to do the
same.
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