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Communication is tougher than you think!

Honesty is to communication what multiplication is to calculus. If you can’t be honest, you can’t communicate.
Honesty is the minimum, not the maximum, there is more to communication than just hoaesty.

-Jenna Medaris

"Communication is rule #1 of a polyamorous relationship.”

it's semething you'll hear in the poly community so often it's become a mantra. And rightly so; communication is arguably
the single best indicator of the health of any remantic relationship, monogamous or polyamorous. A relationship
that lacks good communication is built on a founcation that's fundamentally flawed, and a relationship whose members

lack good communication skills 1s a relationship that has problems from the very beginning.

Few people really talks about how to build good communication, though, and that's unfortunate, because good
communication is trickier than it sounds. (I've already written an essay about the ways communication can go wrong in

my journal; this is more of a practical guide.)
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Ther e{:ﬁore to communication than opening your mouth and saying what's on your mind. Effective communication

starts with understanding what's on your mind, particularly if you're trying to solve a problem. It's not just encugh to say "I
feel uncomfortable about this” or "I'm feeling upset about that” or "l don't want you to do this;"” real communication

r/eﬁun‘es understanding what's at the root of those feelings and desires.
nilyzZe f1r3-
Now, hold an, smart guy! if I'm feeling something, | should be able to say so, without all this analysis crap!

Of course. But once you've said what's on your mind, what comes next?

There are people who believe it ends there. “I've said what | have to say; now it's up to my partner to behave accordingly.”

el

This isn't cammunication; in fact, this closes the door on communication, because it gives your partner no way to

continue, short of doing whatever itis you want him to do.

ommunication is about increasing understandimg:|If you simply say “This is how | feel” and leave it at that, the
conversation is done, and you're not really increasing understanding, because your partner still has no idea why. In fact—

Hang on. I've said what I'm feeling and what | want my partner to do; who cares why?

You should, for one. Let's start with the most obvious first: if your partner does nhot understand why you feel the way you
do. your partner may just end up violating the spirit of the rules without breaking the letter, because he does not
understand what the rules are supposed to do. /V1 LS V.'\A’c‘./ Sha r-’z'/’/j

But let's step back a little from that. It goes beyond simply experiencing an emotion you don't like and then letting your
partner know about it 5o that he can stop doing whatever it is that's leading to your emotion. If you do not understand
why you feel what you feel, you may not be able to get a handle on what might change those feelings. It might seem
obvious at first glance; *I get jealous when my partner takes someone else to my favorite restaurant, so if my partner
stops taking people there, lwon't be jealous anymore.” But feelings are really sneaky, complicated things, and the actions
that trigger a feeling may notactually be as directly tied to the feeling as you think. What might just happen is you might
just find that you still feel jealous even if your partner promises never to take anyene to that restaurant again, and all

that's happened is those feeliag%red by something else.
L rebysis Aezorrie ‘ _ ‘
If you ddr't understand your feelings, then it's pretty damn tough to say with certainty what you or anyone else can do to

aadress them. In fact, as | was about to say, often the roots of feelings and emotional reactions aren't obvious at all, and if
you don't understand the problem, it's really difficult to come up with a solution with any real chance of success.

Yau're telling me that [ don’t even know what I'm feeling? e JQLS_
Jhe vnepmrad [Fe s pot merdh g -Soura

No, I'm saying that if you don't make an active e¥ort to understand your feelings, you won't know why you're feeling what
you're feeling. And if you don't know why you're feeling what you're feeling, it gets pretty hard to have a dialogue with
your partner about it, and it gets even harder to come up with a plan of action based en it,
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Not all feelings are true. You may feel something sa strongly that you know for a fact that what you're feeling is absolutely
right and perfectly justified, know it more surely than you know your own name—and still be wrong. Only by looking at
your feelings can you understand the heart of wnere they come from, and only by understanding them can you really be
sure they are appropriate and justified. .5._-,/ /S 4 - Jue el Vv /‘dmﬁ_

Ramember what we're talking about here—dialog. You talk to your partner, your partner talks to you, you each come
away with a deeper understanding of one another, and that deeper understanding is what helps you solve problems,
right?

And solving problems is a lot easier if yourﬁparmer understands what's going on in your head, which is a lot easier

if you understand what's going on in your head{in fact, it very well might be that if you and your partner both have a clear
idea about why you're feeling what you're feeling, you might find a better solution than the most obvious one! Saying “I'm
feeling jealoug.so | want you to stop doing X" is a decree, not an honest attempt at communication; it closes the door to
further discussion® Saying “I'm feeling jealous, and | think this is why, and this is what I've observed to trigger those
fzelings” opens the door not anly to further discussion, butto finding some kind of solution that might not have occurred

to you.

Communication is already difficult enough even if you understand perfectly whatever it is you're trying to talk about; if
you don't understand what you're talking about, forget it.

What do you mean, communication is difficult enough? If I'm talking to my partner, and—
If you're talking to your partner honestly.

Okay, fine. If 'm talking to my partner honestly, and—
y g YP QE_____Y

Funny you should mention honesty. That's ancther one of those little things that's trickier than it sounds. Honesty, like
understanding, begins at home, with yourself. In order to be honest with anather persen, you must first be honest with
yourself, and part of that means recognizing and acknowledging the reality of who you are and the reality of your
situation.

This is true acrass the board, but it's most especially true in very difficult situations such as mono/poly relationships. For
example, if one person has it somewhere in the back of her mind that she’s monogamous, she wants a monogamous
relationship, and if she can just make things cemplicated enough on her partner, her partner will give up this poly stuff,
but she hasn't really guite admittad to herself that that's what shes doing, then any effort at communication is already
undermined. She may believe she’s talking openly and honestly with her partner, but because she hasn't really admitted

to herself what's going on, she's not really being nonest with him.

And before you say I'm picking on the monogamous person unfairly, if a polyamorous person is seeking multiple
relationships because he has a deeply seated but quite subtle fear of commitment or vulnerability, and so he's driven to
avoid uncomfortable intimacy by starting new relationships over and over, then he's not going to be able to communicate
honestly with any of his partners about what he wants or what his relationship goals are, because he hasn't admitted that

to himself yet.

And while we're at it, a quick word on honesty and lies:

,6}'“"‘ Aok rrof

e is any conscious, deliberate attempt to deceive or mislead. Many people will find all kinds of ways to justify lying,
especially indirect lying; "Oh, | haven't told him about thus-and-such because he hasn't asked,” or “Oh, | haven't told her

anything that is not factually untrue, sc | haven't lied.”

A good liar tells lies that are mostly true; a masterful liar can lie without ever uttering a single falsehood.

Consider these examples. If | tell someone I will be at your house at twe o'clack,” and at one forty-five I'm struck by a bus,
| have not lied: 1 did not show up at two o'clock, cut it was not my intent to mislead that person. If, on the other hand, I am
having an affair and cheating on my partner while at my office, and my partner asks me “Did you cheat on me today?" and
| respond “l was at my office all day,” | have lied, | have given an answer calculated to mislead my partner into drawing the

wrang conclusion.

Okay, then...I've looked inside myself, | understand what I'm feeling and | understand the reality of my situation,

and I'm not going to lie, directly or indirectly. Now I'm home free, right?
Not only are you not home and dry, you're not even home and vigorously toweling off yet. It gets more complicated.
Huh? | understand myself; | understand what | need to say, | just have to say it!

And your partner needs to understand :t, which :s more than just a matter of speaking the same language. Remember,

your partner has no way to grawl behind your eyes and see the world the way you do;&ur emotional reality is just an
abstraction to your partnﬂ,iifnd averything he knows about it comes only from what you tell him.

indeed, two people can have radically different emotional realities. and bridging that gap is not easy.
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So. Let's assume you're honest, you know yourself, and you're sincere about this whole communication thing. There's still

plenty of things to go wrong; here’s a few things you should keep in mind:

Don't assume that your partner would feel the same way you do if he were in your shoes. “Well, just think about how |

feel! isn't terribly helpful; your partner may be thinking about how you feel, but if he doesn't feel the same way himself

s

and wouldn't react the same way in your position, what he’s thinking is likely to be off base. Te/l him how you feel—and
tall him why.

* Don't take somebody else's word for what your partner is deing or thinking, and don't rely on someone else to tell your
partner what you're doing or thinking. Talking through a proxy never works. Seriously. Everyone has a slightly different
worldview and a slightly differentinterpretation of events; what you're hearing when you're talking through a proxy is
your partner's ideas filtered and interoreted through someone with a different take on reality, and there's really no way
around that.

« Don't slam the door. Door-slamming behavior can be literal or figurative; it's anything that closes off dialog, as in
walking out of the room and slamming the door, or simply cutting off your partner. It doesn’t come just from issuing
decrees; it comes any time you don't want to hear what your partner has to say or don't give your partner the
opportunity to respond to what you have te say. And along the same lines:

» Don't make a habit of issuing ultmatums. An ultimatum leaves no room for negotiation; like a decree, it cuts off further
dialog. Ultimatums, if they are necessary at all, are an absolute last resort, best reserved for a situation that, if it does
not change, will definitely end the relationship. An ultimatum is appropriate only in the most extreme and dire of
circumstances: “get help with your drinking problem or | will not be able to stay.”

* Don't get caught up in your own assumptions or your own interpretations. This one is particularly devious, because we

all tend to assume that what we think and what we see is the "right” way to think and the “right” way to see a situation.
But your interpretation of something may differ dramatically from your partner's; it's helpful to get into the habit of
\ meptally asking yourself “What if 'm wrong? whenever you think you've gat something all figured out.
1 Serc
/
5o even f@u understand yourself, yorunderszand what you have to say, and you understand why you feel the way you

feel, you still have to be careful.

Wow. Okay, so now |'ve got it licked...

Not quite. There's still the "blue fish tuba” effect.
The who what? That makes no sense!

Precisely.

Each of those words individually has a simple meaning, but put together in that order, they make no sense. Often, that's

what it seerns like to someone who does not share your conceptual worldview.

Communication on the one hand is quite robust, but on the other hand is very fragile; it's robustin the sense that
janguage is quite resilient, but it's fragil2 in the serse that when you are talking to someone whose philosaphical
worldview is vastly different from yours, then when you try to explain a difficult concept, your words end up sounding like
“slue fish tuba.” It's the concept that's difficult; if the concept itself is foreign to your listener, then the words stop making

sanse "

For example, take a person whose idea of refatiorships is "commitment means exclusivity.” If you tell such a person "It is
possihle to be committed to more than cne person at a time,” your words sound like “blue fish tuba,” because
the concept of commitment inherently implies exciusivity to that person—saying “cemmitment to two people” is about like

saying “the tuba was so huge it was tiny.”

Explaining a foreign concept to someone is particularly frustrating; often, you need to invest a great deal of work in
isclating and identifying the places whers your concaptual frameworks don't overlap, and then carefully building a bridge

petween those different conceptual frameworks.

in the example of a person to whom “commitment’ means “exclusivity,” this means trying to find y to express the

concapt that it is possible to be committed to mere than one thing at the same time; until you cantommunicate this

concept, everything you say about commitment wiil sound like "blue fish tuba.”

Wow. This does get tricky. But once I'm over that hk\irdle, I'm home free...right? Right?
while b2iry Serdt Fo.
‘because there's the second half of communication, which | haven't even mentioned yet,

4K

.:PL,L)L . :
Um.. no. It still gets complicated..

&~

and that s listening.

Listening is active, not passive. If you're planning cut the next thing you're going to say, you're not listening. If you're
looking out the window, you're not listening. If you're so wrapped up in trying to make your point that you've forgotten

your partner is also trying to make a point, you're not listening.

http:/www morethantwo.com/communication.htm!
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And listening is confounded by the fact that people rarely remember the exact words told to them; they remember anly
e
the concepts. Which means if you misunderstand the concept, you're totally screwed. )0 ﬁ f_.ar/ Z&
- /
One of the most common problems with communication from the listener’s point of view is the problem of interpretation; ﬁ NEX
if you think you've understood your partner, you may find that you assume your interpretation is the only correct one, @ ﬂ 2.Cf ol
and i you're wrong, you may find yoursaif resistant to what your partner was actually trying to say. , ’ t
: frw'-?'/”‘

But | am listening to my partner—it's just that my partner isn't listening to me!
And from your partner’s perspective, it's the exact same situation, only with the pronouns reversed.

I;:'s easy to feel like you're not being heard when you're not hearing your part:;ﬂyou end up in a competition to speak
your piece and forget about the fact that communication is about mutual undérstanding. If you don't understand your
partner, you can't communicate with your partner: and here's where things can get all kinds of cattywumpus if you aren't
paying attenticn: you need to understand where your partner is coming from even if you personally happen to believe your

partner is irrational, mistaken, or flat-out wrong.
You can’t ignore what your partner is saying just because you believe your partner is being irrational or bullheadﬂfor

starters, the emotional reality for your partner s c:fferent than it is for you, and furthermore, it just might be po3Sible that
—
your partner is trying to express something that doesn't fit within your conceptual framewaork, and you are the one

suffering from the “blue fish tuba” effect.
If you want te understand your partner, there are a few things you need to keep in mind:

* Don't assume that you already know what your partner is going to say. Listen to what your partner is saying instead.
Don't assume that you can disregard what your partner is saying, thinking, or feeling simply because you don't happen
to believe that those thoughts or feelings are justified, or because they aren’t what you would think or feel in your

partner’s shoes.
Don't jump the gun; don't assume that you know where your partner is going with an idea and cut him off before he

gets there. He just might surprise you.

It's inevitable that you will project your own feelings and your own attitudes on what someone else says o you; we do
tend to interprat the world in light of our own experiences and our own attitudes. Be aware of that. Try, as far as is
possible, to listen to what your partner says from outside your own preconceptions. This means, among other things,
not making assumptions about the reason your partner is saying something and not reading more into your partner's
words than is warranted; if your partner says, "Vould you like to go out to dinner tonight?” don't read into that question
a statement (" don't like cooking for you anymiore”).

One of the greatest enemies to communicatior :s an exaggerated sense of insult or injury. If you feel wronged by your
partner, it's quite likely you're not going to be particularly inclined to hear what he has to say, and it's also likely you will
interpret everything he does say in the worst pessible light. Do not assume that every perceived slight is intentional; do
not assume that someone has acted out of spite or malice if there is another possible explanation; do not assume that
your own grievance is always justified; do not assume that your feelings are the only ones that are relevant.

| don‘t have an exaggerated sense of insult—my partner hurt me!

When you feel your partner has nurt ycu, it can feel just, right, and reasonable to want to lash out at your partner, After

all, your partner deserves it, right? He hurt you, rignt?
Whenever you feel this way, though, it becomes very, very impartant to keep two things in mind:

1. Just because | feel bad doesn’t mean somebody else did something wrong.
2. Just because | feel good doesn’t mean I'm daing the right thing.

When you feel attacked, slightec, or hurt, you can very easily slip into believing that you are justified in attacking your
partner. That makes your partner feel attacked, and she will then feel justified in attacking you back. You may feel hurt,
put that does not make it OK to atzack your partner.and if you do, you will probably shut down all hope at productive

communication, and with it all hope of solvirg the problem.

Just because | feel bad doesn’t mean somebody else did something wrong. Just because | feel good doesn't mean

I'm doing the right thing. Remember these two things, before you escalate an argument.

Okay, l understand active listening, and I can stay reasonable even if | think my partner Is being unreasonable...
but it doesn’t help if my partner won't talk to me,

True. | ,k r
[‘)‘/(xﬁ/ F "\:’)
There are mahy reasons why your partner might not want to talk to you. A partner who doesn’t want to talk to you creates
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serious problems; the best measure of the health of a romantic relationship, as I've said before, is the quality of the
communication in it.

Some of the reasons a partner might not want to alk to you are reasons you can't control. But many of them are. The
single best thing you can do to nelp your partner open up (o you is to make it clear that it is safe for him to open up to
yOu.

Communication is a learned skill. Many people are afraid of talking openly and honestly with their partners because they

Mmy feel or the things they want, or they are afraid of the way their partners will respend,

or they are afraid to make themseives vulnerabie to their partners, or they are afraid of being laughed at or rejected by
their partners.

¥ou can do a lot to reassure your partner that this will not happen—that you will not mock, reject, laugh at, or think poorly
of your pariner no matter what he says. Even if te things he says are things you don’t want to hear.

Butwhen you tell your partner that it is safe to talk openly and honestly with you, make sure you mean it. The worst
thing you can possibly do Is teil your partner "It's okay, you can tell me anything” and then punish your partner or react

badly to your partner when he does talx to you!
Geez. Um—anything else?

Glad you asked!
Once you've got all that stuff down, you're almast there. There are a few more points to consider, though, which Il put in

another of those handy lists:
* When your relatienship involves more than two oeople, it is essential that all the people involved be a part of your

communication, especially in any situation that impacts everyone involved. Even if you divide your relationships into

“primary” and “secondary” relationships, a secondary partner still has aright to be included.

* Don't call the other person namas. Seriously. This should be obvious, but it bearsmyway. "You're a selfish
prick”is not a good communication tactic; *I fee! neglected because you're paying more attention to your job than to
me”is better; "I'm feeling neglected, but here 212 some things which might help to make me valued” is better still.

¢ Communication works best when it's an ongoinz process, Jt's not something you do when things get out of hand; it's
semething you do all the time. Don't wait for s~all problems to become big problems before you talk about them! Keep

checking in with your partner all the time; make it a hobit.
* Baproactive. If something arses that you need to talk about, talk about it. Often, it might seem tempting to just let it
slide, or to wait for “just the right ime” to bring 1t up...don't. Communication works when it is proactive; even though it
can sometimes seem uncomfortable or even frightening to bring up something that bothers you or that is affecting you

in your relationship, you need to do it anyway. Anyone can have good communication skills when communication is

easy; it's how you communicate when it's difficuit that counts. _p/
| ‘ Ry . ‘ ) J po £ 01a3S
l ¢ Interrupting your partner is rude. It also steps ¢ialog. Remember that the things you feel are important, but they are _ j4/1 e Podl
I not matters cf fact. Feeling reglected does no® recessarily mean you are being neglected! Distinguish between matters

of emctional response and matters of fact; your emotional responses are important, and your goal when you feel

something is wrong should be to find a way te address that feeling, but don't assume that everything you feel is

necessarly true. Its possible to feelf threatened when you're not actually being threatened; it's possible to feel

|
\ neglected when you're not actuzlly being neglet ted—you get the picture. That goes back to the first point; understand

your feelings.
If you keep having discussions about the same thing over and over again, then you're clearly not addressing the

problem. When you solve a problem, let it go; don't keep dragging it up.
Like all learned skills, it becomes easier and more natural with practice. When you're

|« Communication is a learned skill.
| =t . .
| dealing with the problem of communicating a carcept or philosophical idea that's foreign to your partner, patience is
!

the name of the game; you may have to expla.r the same concept sixteen different ways to make it understood.
o pre verds o

¢ Ask for feedback. Invite a resporse to what you say.
Your partner is not your adversary; you both have the

|
|
E same goal, which is to solve the problem. Fixing blame isn't helpful to that goal. However, having said that:

! .
|
|

An argument occurs because 3 probiem exists -0 a re\atfonsf'aé.

Take responsibility for your decisions (and the consequences, even the unintended consequences) of those decisions.

Acknowledge what you've done; if you've done something wrong, say so!
If you're thinking of ways to argue with someth:ng your partner said, you're not listening. For Pete’s sake, pay attentipn.
* Don't exaggerate, embellish, cr make dlanket statements that are over the top: "You never consider my feelings at all'”

“Never? Not even once?” “Well, you sometimes don't...” A better approach: | feel like my feelings aren't getting the

consideration they're warranted: nera's someiining you can do to make me believe you're respecting my feelings.”
/ s
V9 2 pbre s
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