I guess I can sum up an amendment by saying that I believe if we do the things that we need to do to make a relationship the best that it can be today, tomorrow will fall into place.  Worrying too

much about tomorrow interferes with our ability to do what we need to do today.
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What is secure is easily grasped,

What has no omens is easily forestalled,

What is brittle is easily split,

What is minuscule is easily dispersed.

Act before there is a problem;

bring order before there is disorder.

A tree that fills the arms' embrace

is born from a downy shoot;

A terrace nine layers high starts

from a basketful of earth;

An ascent of a hundred strides

begins beneath one's foot.

Who acts fails;

Who grasps loses.

For this reason, the sage does not act.

Therefore, he does not fail.

He does not grasp.

Therefore, he does not lose.

The following is a brief interpretation of Chapter 64 of the Tao Te Ching, followed by a sketchy outline of a theory of interpersonal communication based on the essential meaning of that chapter as I interpret it.  This is not likely be a popular theory, as it flies in the face of common thinking and feeling, as well as the motivations and actions that stem from common thinking and feeling. But that is the Tao; it certainly flies in the face of most, if not all, western thought. 

Let’s begin with the first verse:

What is secure is easily grasped,

What has no omens is easily forestalled,

What is brittle is easily split,

What is minuscule is easily dispersed.

Act before there is a problem;

bring order before there is disorder.

A tree that fills the arms' embrace

is born from a downy shoot;

A terrace nine layers high starts

from a basketful of earth;

An ascent of a hundred strides

begins beneath one's foot.

The first verse suggests that something well established, and built on a solid foundation will be there when needed.  Preparation and foresight make it less likely that failing to put sufficient effort into what seems to be little things may result in big problems.  We should treat everything as though it were important or having the potential to be important, and therefore, attend to each little thing with as much consideration as we would attend to things which we perceive to be important. In doing so we focus on the beginning or origins of a thing, and maintain focus on the thing throughout its development, rather than focusing on the end product or outcome.  We often fail when close to success because when success seems assured we do away with the focus that brought us to the brink of success.  Again, this reiterates the notion that attention must be paid to a thing from beginning to end.

The essence of the second portion is that to "act" in attempts to control final outcomes, and to hold on to one's own specific goals too tightly will lead to failed attempts and unmet goals.  A wise one tries not to impose his/her wishes upon the natural order of things, tries not to grasp that which is not offered to him/her, accepts the simple lessons which life presents, rather than searches intently for knowledge.  In doing so he/she establishes a natural way of being which others may follow, but he/she doesn't try to force others into his/her way of being; that would not be natural.

Assumptions

I believe that this chapter, like all of the others in the book, is predicated on the assumptions that nature, and naturalness is of the highest value, and that in their natural states, humans are at one with nature.  This theory is predicated on those assumptions and incorporates some of my own postulates, axioms and propositions about relationships.

The primary (usually subconscious) human desire is to exist in a state of harmony with self and nature.

2. People enter into relationships as a natural consequence of social existence.

3. Social existence results in the development of many secondary desires (usually conscious), which often obscures the primary desire.

4. Harmony with another (in intimate relationships) often takes the

   place of, or is used as a substitute for, harmony with self and

   nature, and is perceived as a primary desire.

5. People attempt to sustain relationships in order to fulfill that

   "perceived" primary desire and other secondary desires.

6. Harmony with another is commonly perceived and experienced as

   secondary-desire-fulfillment through, and in conjunction with,

   relationship with that other.

7. Lack of secondary-desire-fulfillment, combined with perceived lack

   of potential for secondary-desire-fulfillment with that other leads to

   negative affect, lack of affect, and relationship dissolution.

8. Sustained awareness of the primary desire (harmony with self and

   nature) results in diminished need to seek desire-fulfillment with

   and through another, although it does not     preclude relationships

   with others.

9. This sustained awareness of the primary desire also results in

   diminished negative affect and increased positive affect.  Maybe it

   leads to no affect.  [Explore this idea].

10.       Awareness of secondary desires, and reflection upon sources or

          origins of secondary desires can lead to secondary-desire-reduction

          and or elimination, and to primary-desire-     fulfillment.

Assumptive & Propositional Ground

Given that human beings are typically not cognizant of their primary

desire, and they develop many secondary desires due to social existence,

of ultimate importance is the identification, and reduction or elimination

of those secondary desires [perhaps fulfillment works as well, maybe

better?].  This will allow awareness of the primary desire to emerge. 

However, since it appears as though elimination of secondary desires is

practically an impossible task for human beings, it might be of more use

to focus on secondary-desire-reduction [reduction may be achieved

through fulfillment? expand on this thought].  In addition, since

relationships with others serves as the center of social existence, one

may view these relationships as a means of identifying and reducing

those secondary desires.

In order to identify these desires one must be extremely attentive to

one's self, and to others with whom one shares relationships.  Attending

to one's self in the relationship allows one to identify one's own

secondary desires, and to determine whether one's desires are being

fulfilled within the

relationship, or whether there is potential for them to be fulfilled within

the relationship.  Attending to the other in an intimate relationship

allows one to identify the other's secondary desires, and allows one to

discern whether the other perceives the relationship as desire-

fulfilling, or as having the potential to be desire-fulfilling.  It also assists

one in identifying one's own secondary desires, since these desires are

often reflected in the behavior of relational others.  As alluded to above,

people maintain relationships based upon their perceptions of the

current and

potential desire-fulfillment contained within the relationships.

Prescriptive Tenets

The above assumptions and propositions combined with the essence of

the Taoist passage discussed above suggest the following eight

prescriptive tenets for communication in

intimate, interpersonal relationships: 

1. Approach the initial interaction of a relationship with care.

2. Approach each subsequent interaction within the relationship with

   the same care.

3. Try not to focus on the potential outcomes of the relationship, but

   concentrate on the relationship in progress.

4. Try not to be overly influenced or dominated by the quest for a

   desired state of relationship other than a natural state.

5. If you do have a desired relational outcome or state and it appears

   to be imminent, do not become less focused on the present state of

   the relationship.

6. Adjust your desires to the "natural" unfolding of the relationship.  If

   the relationship is not proceeding according to your "plan" change

   your plan.

7. Be attentive to all aspects of your relational partner, your self, and

   the relationship, especially the simple things, and learn from them.

8. Let the process of the relationship, that particular relationship, be

   your primary guide in the relationship, rather than looking for

   guidance externally (i.e. friends, past relationships, etc.).

The Context of Communication

What does this mean, specifically, in regard to communication within an

intimate relationship?

1. Approach initial interaction of relationship with care. 

   Communicatively, this means that relational partners (even before

   the relationship develops into an intimate one) should be highly

   attentive to verbal and nonverbal messages received during initial

   interaction.  This should allow partners to begin developing a

   knowledge of the other, particularly knowledge of the other's

   desires, that is essential for successful relationships.  Reflection on

   content and context of verbal and nonverbal messages after

   episodes of  interaction should enhance understanding and

   knowledge of both the other and the self, particularly in relation to

   the developing relationship, and its potential to enhance

   desire-fulfillment and hence desire-reduction.

2. Approach each subsequent interaction within the relationship with

   the same care.  As each interactive event in the relationship

   potentially provides new sources knowledge about other and self,

   and, at the least, supplements old knowledge, the same

   attentiveness to verbals and nonverbals should be maintained.  In

   addition, it is likely that partners' interpretations of communication

   messages may differ from each other's, so partners should seek

   clarification of messages, and seek to ensure that messages were

   received as intended.  As each interaction serves as a foundation

   upon which future interactions and the relationship are built,

   potential misinterpretations, no matter how apparently small,

   should be addressed.  Failure to address these potential

   misinterpretations may result in larger problems down the road.

3. Try not to focus on the potential outcomes of the relationship, but

   on the relationship in process.  Given that individuals have

   secondary desires that they try to fulfill in relationships, it is easy to

   become focused on whether or not these desires are being met, or

   will be met in the relationship.  Such a focus might result in

   partners paying inordinate amounts of attention to communication

   that relates specifically to desire fulfillment, and paying insufficient

   attention to communication not specifically related to

   desire-fulfillment, but important nonetheless.  Such a focus might

   also result in partners communicating and behaving in ways that

   they believe conducive to desire-fulfillment, rather than

   communicating and behaving in natural/truthful ways.

   Now, this prescription might seem to contradict the section of

   prescriptive tenet number one which notes that partners may

   become more aware of a relationship's potential to enhance

   desire-fulfillment by paying attention to all communication within

   the relationship.  But this is not the case.  The objective is to try

   (though one shouldn't expend too much energy on this) to be aware

   of the desire-fulfillment potential of the relationship, while

   remaining cognizant that "potential" is a very probabalistic and

   future-oriented concept.  Accomplishing this objective should result

   in partners focusing on the current state of relationship, while

   maintaining peripheral attention to its possible outcomes.

4. Try not to be overly influenced or dominated by the quest for a

   desired state of the relationship.  Focusing on outcomes, as

   discussed above, is directly related to being overly influenced by, or

   concerned with, a desired state of relationship.  Often as the

   relationship progresses, partners, tacitly or explicitly arrive at a

   desired state of relationship.  Sometimes this desired state is shared,

   at other times it isn't [this needs to be expanded on].  However, as

   partners acquire a knowledge of each other, as suggested above,

   each begins to know the other's desires, including the other's

   desired state of relationship.

   Knowing that the other requires desire-fulfillment, or potential for

   the same, within the relationship for that other to want to sustain

   the relationship, partners often seek to meet each other's desires, or

   seek to appear as though they are trying to meet each other's

   desires. As discussed above, harmony with another becomes a

   primary desire, and relationship maintenance, usually in the form of

   marriage or other symbolic representation, becomes the

   manifestation of, or the means of the fulfillment of that perceived

   primary desire.  In such instances partners are focused on the

   outcome of the relationship, whether it will exist some time in the

   future, as opposed to being focused on the nature of the

   relationship now.         

   Such a focus results in partners suppressing themselves, their

   desires, their perceptions, etc.  They tell their partners want they

   think their partners want to hear.  They often attempt to convey

   that their own desires are being fulfilled, even when they are not. 

   In cases where     they don't actually share the same desires, they

   pretend that they do.  These misleading forms of communication

   may be perceived as, and I suppose they are, attempts to exist in

   harmony with that other.

   In communicating in the ways just discussed, relational partners

   move further away from the primary desire of existing in harmony

   with self and nature.  And, although they do not realize it, they are

   also moving further away from true harmony with the other. 

   Suppression of the self and its desires, while on the surface may

   allow a partner to feel positive self esteem, will inevitably create

   negative affect which will eventually manifest itself.  This

   manifestation of negative affect is not conducive to harmony with

   the other.

5. If you have a particular relational outcome or state in mind and it

   appears to be imminent, do not become less focused on the present

   state of the relationship, or the process of relationship.  Often

   partners may agree on a particular relational state as an outcome,

   and manage to come very close to that outcome.  For example,

   let's say the natural development of the relationship seems to

   coincide with both partners' notion of marriage, which they

   perceive of as a desired state of relationship.  They then become

   engaged, signaling imminence of the desired state.  They may even

   achieve that outcome, i.e., get married. 

    Achieving a desired state of relationship is usually only possible

   when partners understand each other's desires, such understanding

   coming through attention and communication, and through

   coordination of efforts toward fulfilling those desires,  again

   through communicating about those efforts and their results.

   However, once close, or once at the desired state, partners often

   relax those efforts, and stop communicating about those efforts and

   their results.  It is as though it (the relationship) were a "done deal." 

   This reduction in effort occurs because of an apparent human

   tendency to relax or let down once a goal has been reached.  This

   could be related to the notion that desire-fulfillment leads to

   desire-reduction: "Now that we are engaged, or now that we are

   married, we don't have to work to get there anymore, because we

   are there!"  This may reflect a perspective which maintains that

   there's no need to desire that which one already has.  If partners in

   the relationship remain focused on relationship process, engaging in

   activity that makes the process satisfying, the above scenario may

   be avoided.

   In addition, I think the lack of communication that often

   accompanies the imminent achievement, or the actual achievement,

   of a desired-state is due to a tendency of not     wanting to admit

   when the perception of the desirability of an imminent or attained

   state has been, or is being, altered.  In other words, "here we are in

   this state that we thought we wanted to be in, that we both claimed

   to want to be in, and now that we're here, this previously-desired

   state is not fulfilling."  Which partner wants to be the first to admit

   that?  Neither.  In the former case, where partners relax, they do

   not realize that the focus and effort that it took to bring them to

   that particular state, is still necessary to keep them at     that

   particular state, to help them come to agreement on another desired

   state, and/or to help them continue onward toward another desired

   state.  They also do not realize that the natural state of things is

   change, that such change is not negative, and that they must remain

   attentive to the changes that are occurring in the relationship and in

   each other's desires, so that they can continue to be responsive to

   natural developments.  Partners must be aware that the  relationship

   needs constant and vigilant maintenance, which entails constant

   communication and reflection.

   In the latter case, not wanting to admit change, focusing on the

   previously desired state of relationship, alone or together, becomes

   a negative affective experience, because it appears to be a failure if

   a) the relationship state is changing or has changed (often viewed

   as  relationship deterioration), or b) seems not to be as fulfilling as

   projected.  Neither partner wants to openly admit that what he/she

   believes is still desirable to the other, is no longer desirable to

   him/her.  Again, partners suppress their own desires and selves in

   attempts to satisfy those of the other, and to maintain "relational

   harmony."  Negative affect and disharmony is the inevitable result.

6. Adjust your desires to the "natural" unfolding of the relationship.  If

   the relationship is not proceeding according to your "plan," reassess

   your plan, and if your plan is not in accord with the current

   progression of the relationship, change your plan.  Until one has

   reached a     most enlightened state, it is natural to retain secondary

   desires, such as a desired state of relationship.  The objective then

   is to reduce the force of one's desires, or to reduce the number of

   those desires until an enlightened state (one wherein the true

   primary desire is realized) is reached.

   Desires with extreme force or strength are difficult to alter, or

   perhaps even to fulfill.  Often these desires will persist despite

   "nature's messages" that such desires are unreasonable given the

   circumstances.  In an intimate relationship, one partner may desire

   the state of marriage,    while the other does not.  Or, perhaps both

   partners desire that the relationship reaches or is sustained in a state

   of  marriage.  However, circumstances such as personality

   differences, differences in intellectual, spiritual, emotional and

   physical levels of awareness and development, may dictate that

   marriage is not a feasible state within which these individuals may

   exist harmoniously.

   Under such circumstances, the wise thing for these relational

   partners to do is to adjust their desires, i.e., discard the desire for

   the state of marriage, and embrace whatever positive potential that

   may still be inherent in their relationship.  The weaker the focus on,

   or desire for, a particular relational outcome, the easier it will be

   for these individuals to make the necessary adjustments, and for

   their relationship to proceed on its natural course.  Once     again it

   is through communication about the relationship, and through

   communication about the thoughts and feelings each partner

   maintains about the relationship, that natural     development of the

   relationship is facilitated.

7. Be attentive to all aspects of your relational partner, your self, and

   the relationship, especially the simple things, and learn from them. 

   Admittedly, it is no easy task for relational partners to be vigilantly

   attentive their individual selves, the other's self, and the nature and

   state of the relationship, all of the time.  Yet, that is the goal;

   attentiveness must be maintained.  Partners say and do things that

   may appear irrelevant and unimportant to the relationship, or to the

   fulfillment of each other's desires.  Perceived as such, these things

   are often ignored.  For the same reasons, nonverbal behaviors are

   also ignored by relational partners.

   Yet, as was proposed earlier in this discussion, big things,

   important things, begin as little, unimportant things.  By devoting

   as much attention as is humanly possible to all of the things, and I

   mean all of the things, one's relational partner does and says, to all

   of the things one does and says, and to all of the activity within the

   relationship, partner's will come to know each other, their

   individuals selves, and will come to understand the relationship. 

   Having such knowledge and understanding will allow partners to

   see difficulties coming, will allow partners to know when

   something is not quite right with each other, will allow each to

   know when something is not quite right with him/her self, and

   therefore, will allow them to know when something is not quite

   right with the relationship.  This knowledge will by no means

   eliminate difficulties, but it will enhance one's ability to engage in

   behavior that is    conducive to the continued natural development

   of the relationship.  Finally, such knowledge will allow partners to

   attend to each other's secondary desires, will enable partners to

   point out those secondary desires if they are unacknowledged, and

   will allow for collaborative efforts to reduce those secondary

   desires.  To reiterate, reduction of     those secondary desires will

   lead to the emergence of primary-desire-awareness, which will lead

   to greater harmony with self, nature, and others.

8. Let the process of the relationship, that particular relationship, be

   your primary guide in that relationship, rather than looking for

   guidance externally (i.e. friends, past relationships, etc.).  Relational

   partners find it very difficult to allow the nature of relationship at

   hand to be the primary guiding force of the relationship.  Often,

   their interpretations of events within the relationship, and their

   actions within the relationship, are based upon past relationships,

   their friends' relationships, their family's relationships, what they

   have been told relationships ought to be like, and/or relationships

   they have read about or seen on television.  In essence, social

   definitions of relationships are excessively influential in partners'

   interpretation of, and in guiding the interactions within their

   relationship.

   Quite often, these external influences interfere with a relationship

   that is progressing quite productively and pleasantly along its

   natural path.  Relational partners begin to question their

   relationship because it does not take the shape that others believe it

   ought to take.  They     question their relationship because it does

   not take the same shape that other relationships they have had in

   the past took.  It is apparently irrelevant that past relationships

   were not fulfilling, and led them further away from being in

   harmony with self and nature.  

   If partners focus on their relationship as it is, and allow the

   relationship to define itself without imposing definitions and

   mandates which are typically derived from outside the relationship,

   the relationship is more likely to stay on its natural course and

   provide maximum benefit for both partners.  Again, constant

   discourse about the relationship, how each partner views it, why

   they view it as they view it, why the relationship is, or isn't

   fulfilling, and why it is likely or unlikely to be fulfilling, increases

   the potential for maximum benefit to both partners. [To be

   revised]
