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A GUIDE TO

Skills and Wisdom to Build a
Strong Marriage

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



This guide is a useful tool for all 
couples, married or engaged – 

irrespective of age, the number of 
years of relationship and status of 

relationship. This is an effort to 
highlight some basic measures that 

can be incorporated in your 
day-to-day life to improve your 

relationship with your partner and 
in-laws. 

It will highlight some tried and tested 
techniques and approaches for 
developing self-awareness and 

confidence, understanding toxic 
factors, disagreeing respectfully, 

developing conscious habits and 
understanding the other person’s 

perspective. These are the key factors 
for developing and sustaining healthy 

and harmonious relationships.

About the Guide

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Section 1

STARTING
RIGHT

Introduction
 
Marriage is a beautiful bond of love, care and mutual respect. A strong 
and committed partnership enhances all the aspects of one’s life, be it 
emotional, physical, financial or psychological wellbeing. 

Along with a happy and fulfilling marriage comes a great deal of 
blessings including: 
1. Someone to talk to and share your innermost feelings with in all 

aspects of life, 
2. Someone to discuss family, personal and financial matters,
3. Someone to keep a warm relationship with extended families and 

in-laws,
4. Someone to share a holistic upbringing with the education of 

children,
5. Someone to help you in overcoming levels of depression, anxiety 

and anger. 

Creating a close and strong relationship with your life partner and your 
in-laws takes time and effort. This guide has been compiled to help 
you build good communication skills and contains tips on learning 
how to adapt and adjust to relationships while creating a happy and 
fulfilling marital life.

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Page - 08

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Section 2

IT’S OK TO 
FIGHT

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 
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family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 
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family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 

A Guide to Harmonious Relationships



A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

A Guide to Harmonious Relationships

Page - 33

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.

4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
 



Chapter 1
Committing & Giving Time
Every healthy relationship needs a deep commitment and the 
required time to establish a connection. A relationship can only be 
made perfect when both parties understand each other and that 
understanding comes by giving each other time. It is important to 
understand that every couple faces challenges and disagreement, but 
how much conscious effort each one puts in to come out of that 
conflict is more important. The key to a stronger and blissful bond is 
patience and dedication.

Practical Relationship Aadvice
  
Everything that makes a relationship “work” (and by work, we mean 
that it is happy and sustainable for both people involved) requires a 
genuine, deep-level admiration for each other. Without that mutual 
admiration, everything else will unravel. 
True love that is deep is the kind of love that does not fade with 
emotions. It is a constant commitment to a person regardless of 
present circumstances. A person who you understand is not always 
going to make you happy. Your other half will need to rely on you, just 
as you will rely on them. 
 

Chapter 2
Respect and Trust
The foundation of a successful relationship is MUTUAL RESPECT. It 
is respect that makes way for mutual acceptance and gives a sense 
of belonging when in distress.

Most people express that communication is the most important 
factor in building a great marriage. Communication is important. 
However, no matter how open, transparent and disciplined your 
communication might be, it will break down at some point. Conflicts 
are unavoidable and feelings will sometimes be hurt. In such times, 
the only thing that can protect you against the harsh reality that 
people do make mistakes is to have unwavering respect for one 
another. Hold each other in high esteem, believe in one another and 
trust that your partner is doing their best.
  
Without that belief, you will doubt each other’s intentions, judge their 
choices and encroach on their independence. You will feel the need 
to hide things from one another for fear of criticism. This is when the 
cracks begin to appear.
 
So, what does respect look like? Here are a few examples: 
• NEVER talk badly about your partner or complain about them to 

your friends. If you have a problem with your partner, you should 
be having that conversation with them, not with anyone else. 
Talking bad about your partner to others will erode your respect 

for them and make you feel worse about the relationship, not 
better. 

• Respect that they have different hobbies, interests and 
perspectives. Just because you would spend your time and 
energy differently, does not mean it is better or worse. 

• Respect that they have an equal say in the relationship. You are a 
team, if one person on the team is unhappy, then the team is not 
succeeding. 

• There is no room for secrets. If you are really in this together and 
you respect one another, everything should be shared. Be open 
because nothing should be off-limits.

 

Chapter 3
Individual Identity
It takes two individuals to make a couple. Each of you have built 
several years of your life before meeting each other, getting married 
and becoming a couple.
 
You will both have your own hobbies and interests, your own friends 
and support network. These different elements have made you the 
healthy, happy individual that you are before you met your partner. 
Getting married does not mean letting go of what made you who you 
are. Getting married means building, not only on both yourselves as 
individuals, but also on both of you as a couple.
  
It is true that relationships do need each partner to sacrifice 
sometimes. The problem comes when the happiness in the 
relationship depends entirely on the other person and both people are 
in a constant state of sacrifice.  A relationship based on constant 
sacrifices cannot be sustained and will eventually become damaging 
to both individuals. Even worse is when some relationships depend 
on the sacrifices of just one person.
 
You will need to understand your partner’s likes and dislikes and 
make a conscious effort in making your partner happy. Any attempts 
of controlling your partner or submitting control over yourself to your 
partner to make them “happy” ultimately backfires. It shakes the 
individual identities and makes the partners unhappy in the long run. 
The next chapter will help convey how this can be achieved.
 

Chapter 4
Give Each other Space
Giving each other space means remembering that your partner is 
also an individual with a life of their own, in addition to the life in their 
relationship with you. This covers so many areas:
 
• Both of you have relationships with your parents, siblings and 

family and want to spend time with them, with or without your 
partner. 

• You have your own friends and may not necessarily want to 
include your partner in all your activities with your friends. 

• You have your own hobbies, which your partner may not be 
interested in or you may not want to involve your partner. 

• You both have your own ways of earning and spending money 
and you still want your freedom to make some of your own 
decisions. 

Allow your partner this space. Do not be afraid to give your partner 
freedom and independence. Do not try to control their behaviour. This 
shows a lack of trust and insecurity that if we give our partner too 
much space, they will discover they do not want to be with us 
anymore. Even more importantly, this inability to let our partners be 
who they are is a subtle form of disrespect.  

Chapter 5
The Don'ts of Fighting!
It is impractical to assume that there will be no fights in a marriage. 
Two different individuals in a relationship are bound to clash over 
ideas, conflicts and disagreements. With the resolution of each 
conflict, the relationship becomes stronger and more sustainable. 
Marriage is a living bond that gets stronger as it goes through 
stressful and challenging times. 

Let us introduce you to The Four Don’ts of Fighting:

Criticism 

When you criticise your spouse, you imply something is inherently 
wrong with him or her. The intent is to win the argument and prove 
your spouse wrong. For instance, saying, “you always…,” “you 
never…,” or “why are you…” makes the spouse feel attacked and not 
heard. Rather than getting angry, feeling hurt, or even shouting at 
each other, try listening to each other and jointly emerge with a 
solution.

How to fight without using criticism 

1. Being self-aware: 
Understand your own sore spots and those of your spouse. Sore 
spots are emotional triggers - memories of times you felt ignored or 
belittled, or topics that you are extra sensitive about (money, work, 

family or parents). We all have these tender spots because we have 
been hurt in various ways throughout our lives.  

2. Open up to your partner’s perspective: 
Just as you have your sore spots, your partner probably has them 
too and can retaliate sharply when triggered. Rather than responding 
angrily, use this opportunity to learn about their vulnerabilities and 
display consideration for their distress, just as you would wish to be 
shown. Stay connected to your partner by remembering that you are 
both equally responsible for your relationship and both want to be 
loved and to be accepted; neither wishes to be criticised, distanced 
or rejected.  
 
What is certain is that if a fight begins with accusations and blame, it 
forcibly moves the conversation in a negative direction. Always 
remember that behind every complaint there is a desire, a reason, or 
maybe even a longing, for something to be different. 
 
3. Understand what is helpful: 
No two people are alike. Each person has a different personality and 
outlook on life. For a strong and happy relationship, it is essential to 
accept and build upon your differences. 
 
We all dislike being criticised. Criticism is not helpful in relationships. 
Thus, it is important to discuss in a careful and sensitive way, specific 
behaviour which is impacting your relationship. Share some of the 
responsibility and express what you need without attacking your 
partner’s personality.  
 

It will be more helpful if you are receptive to your partner and you talk 
about your feelings and propose alternates for how you could help 
each other in such situations. By shifting the tone and softening the 
start, you can engage in an actual conversation about the major 
concern. This prevents a fight that spirals out of control. 

Here are a few more examples of how to change a negative judgment 
into a constructive request. Remember that the most important part 
of the message is conveyed through your tone of voice and facial 
expressions. 
 

Negative criticism: “I hate it when you leave me hanging. You are 
selfish and you care more about your work and friends than me.” 

Specific request: “I felt worried and then angry when I expected you 
home at 7pm and did not hear from you until 9pm. Would you call me 
if you are going to be late in the future?” 

Negative criticism: “We never go out.” 

Specific request: “I would like to go out more. Let’s go for dinner on 
Friday night.” 
 

4. Let Go:  
Being able to let go of anger and hurt is difficult and very painful after 
a disagreement. Therefore, try to talk with your spouse calmly and 
politely to try to heal and soothe yourself, while at the same time 
showing that you respect your partner’s emotions and feelings.  
 
Knowing how to comfort yourself when you are hurt and upset is an 
important self and partnership skill.  
 
Different situations call for different kinds of calming. It is worth 
reflecting on and discussing with your partner what each of you finds 
most comforting when you need help from the other. For example, is 
it usually hugs and words of love and care that help repair things? 
Once you have discussed and ended a negative topic or decided to 
let it go, try not to bring it up again or refer to it in future discussions.  
 
Contempt 

Contempt is when one person feels they are better than the other 
person, who is in effect lesser than them. It is a destructive form of 
communication, which tells your partner that they are unworthy of 
respect or attention. 

Here are some major signs of contempt: 

1. Sarcastic humour, often followed by the excuse, “I was just trying 
to be funny.” For example: “Her cooking is so bad she can’t even 
boil water.” 

2. Mockery or subtle put-downs, where the spouse’s words or 

actions are ridiculed. A woman may tell her husband, for 
example, “I really do care about you,” and he replies sarcastically, 
“Oh sure, you really do care about me.” 

3. Insults and name calling (fat, ugly, stupid, loser, etc.) makes the 
other partner feel belittled, minimized or ridiculed. 

4. Tone of voice is the most powerful weapon of contempt because 
it can destroy the trust and safety in your relationship. 

5. Constantly interrupting your partner. Too many times, we do not 
really listen to our partner to learn what they think and feel; we 
are just waiting for an opportunity to break in and tell them what 
we think. This shows that their thoughts and feelings do not really 
matter; it is all about you.  

6. Coaching your spouse. When a husband and wife do not see 
eye to eye on something, it is easy for one to start viewing the 
other person as their opponent. Instead of engaging in 
conversation, they try to change their partner and make it appear 
as though it is for their benefit.

  
Contempt is toxic to a relationship because it conveys superiority and 
builds undue pressure, and shows we do not appreciate our partner. 
Moreover, it destroys mental, emotional and physical health.  

How to fight without using contempt 

1. Describe your feelings and needs 
Start small and describe your own feelings and needs about any 
given issue. Try to avoid using “you” statements, which can make 
your partner feel blamed or attacked. 
 

Do not be drawn into contempt, criticism or defensiveness. You can 
stand up for yourself without engaging in sneering, ridiculing and 
hostile, negative judgments.  
 
Learn to express your anger with the complaint format: I feel + state 
the fact + what your partner can do to help you. For example: 
 
“I feel bad when I come home and find it a mess. It is because all my 
life, I have been obsessed with tidy houses. Can you please look after 
that area? I can help as well.” 
 
“I’m feeling neglected every day and I need that lost connection. Can 
we talk about how to make that happen, so it works for both of us?” 

2. Build a culture of fondness and admiration 
Look for positives in your relationship. Contempt grows in an 
environment where we constantly see our partners in a negative light. 
Rarely is our partner as negative as we sometimes imagine. Focusing 
on the positives makes your life better, eliminates contempt and 
improves your relationship. Talk about the happy events of your 
relationship. Remember the good times as well as the tough times 
where you pushed through difficulties together. Glorify your struggles 
often as it helps to build solidarity in your relationship. 
 
Focus on daily gestures and expressions of appreciation, kindness, 
support and love. These can be as simple as a hug, a conversation or 
five minutes to be grateful for the support you get from one another. 

Defensiveness
 
People react defensively because they anticipate or perceive a threat 
in their environment. Unfortunately, defensive behaviour creates a 
reciprocal cycle. When one partner acts defensively, it causes the 
other to respond defensively, which in turn causes the first party to 
raise their defences even higher and it goes on, perpetuating a 
vicious cycle. Defensive behaviour can be a complex issue. For many 
couples, their behavioural patterns stem from emotional, mental or 
personality tendencies developed over the course of their lifetimes 
(feelings of abandonment, inferiority, low self-esteem, narcissism, 
etc.).
 
Words like always, never, everything, forever consistently lead to 
defensiveness. Most people in an argument are trying to make a 
point with the use of exaggeration. This can get you into trouble. For 
example, if you tell me “You never care about me,” I will defensively 
come up with at least one example where I did. Now we are no 
longer arguing around the issue, but instead, we are arguing over 
arguments. This leads to more intense conflicts with each criticism. 
Defensiveness changes conversations into contests over who is right 
instead of finding a way to relate to the other person. 

How to fight without using defensiveness 

1. Be flexible – Consider and try to understand your partner’s 
perspective rather than disagreeing at the outset saying, “I’m 
right and you’re wrong.” 

2. Take responsibility – Instead of shifting the blame and making 

excuses or rationalising your behaviour, take accountability for 
your own role in the issue. If you have made a mistake, try to 
accept it whole-heartedly and work towards resolving the issue. 

3. Avoid controlling each other – Be friendly and try to understand 
each other instead of trying to control your partner. No one likes 
to feel like they are being controlled by someone else. 

4. Be sincere – Sincerity and honesty build trust in a relationship. 
Share everything with your partner; do not keep secrets or 
withhold information. 

5. Re-frame the behaviour – Rather than labelling your partner’s 
defensive behaviour as bad, try to understand it for what it is – 
defensive. Explore why they feel threatened and work to address 
the threat. One of the reasons we get so frustrated with a 
defensive attitude is that we try to deal with the behaviour 
without addressing the threat that is causing the behaviour. 

6. Replace negative feedback with questions or offers to help – If 
your partner is often defensive or if you have noticed that the 
slightest bit of negative feedback sets off an argument, try to 
replace the negative feedback with a question or an offer to help. 
For example, instead of saying, “You always leave the kitchen 
untidy,” or “You are very irresponsible,” rephrase it by saying, 
“Can you please help me with the kitchen?” or “It makes me so 
happy to come home to a clean house.” Remember, your partner 
acts defensively because he or she perceives a threat. Try to 
make the situation nonthreatening. 

7. Where appropriate, disagree indirectly – Rather than saying, “I 
disagree with you,” try “I’m not sure I can agree.”  

 

Stonewalling
 
Stonewalling is when one person in the relationship decides that the 
conversation is over. You may be in a heated discussion or you may 
not see it coming at all. At the end of the day, one person decides to 
temporarily ‘check-out’ of the relationship with no explanation offered. 
Stonewalling usually does not happen immediately. However, once it 
starts, stonewalling can become a bad habit. 

Stonewalling can be expressed in different ways: 
• Turning away or physically leaving the room  
• Giving the silent treatment 
• Refusing to answer or talk about the issue at hand 
• Closing their eyes during an argument or refusing to make eye 

contact
 
There can be different reasons why a partner stonewalls 
including: 
• He or she is emotionally overwhelmed
• To willingly hurt or win an argument - a power move
• A feeling of complete powerlessness 
• To avoid further escalation 

The last one is particularly interesting. Many stonewallers indeed 
mistakenly believe that by withdrawing they are doing their part to 
make things better, but instead this adds more walls to your 
relationship instead of helping to break them down. 

Healthy relationships rely on effective communication. However, as 
important as communication is to relationships, it does not 
necessarily mean that communication is easy. In fact, communicating 
can be quite challenging, particularly open, honest and in-depth 
communication. It cannot be stated enough that we need to feel safe 
about sharing our perspectives and to feel heard, especially by those 
whom we care about most.  

Let us examine through a few examples, the importance of 
communication and the issues that may arise because of its absence 
in a relationship.
 

How to fight without using stonewalling 

1. Stop arguing 
If you notice your partner stonewalls, stop arguing because it will only 
get worse. Tell him or her you both need a break instead.  
 
Here are a few things you can say: 
• “I know you are hurt and I am as well but we will hurt each other 

more if we talk now. Let’s take a walk outside or some deep 
breadths and talk about this later.” 

• “I don’t think we are getting anywhere and I really want to 
understand what is bothering you. Let’s talk about something 
else now and we can continue to talk about this later.” 

2. Call a Break if you Stonewall 
If it is you who stonewalls, note the signs. When you feel your heart 
rate is increasing, your focus is diminishing and defensiveness is 
kicking in, call a break. 
 
Here are few things you can say: 
• “I want to listen to you, but this is getting too intense for me. Let’s 

take a break.” 
• “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Let’s leave this for a little later when 

we are calmer.” 

3. Practice Self-Soothing 
What could you do when you take a break from heated arguments or 
stonewalled situations? Couples tend to think negatively about their 
partner during the break. Letting negative thoughts fester makes 
matter worse. Therefore, it is important to stop thinking about what 
just happened and use that time to soothe yourself and collect your 
thoughts. 
 
Take a little break until you feel calmer and you can reengage 
constructively in the conversation with your partner.  
 
4. Trust Yourself and Engage 
Finally, believe in your ability to handle emotional arguments. The 
more you do it, the better you become. Recall all the times when you 
easily diffused a heated situation and how you managed to do it. 
Also, think about how others diffuse such situations. This will help 
increase your confidence and build up your trust.  

Chapter 6
Communication & Trust
Open communication, as stated earlier, is very important in building a 
healthy relationship. This is easy when the topics of conversation are 
positive. The challenge starts when either or both partners are upset 
about something.
  
If something bothers you in the relationship, you must be willing to 
say it out loud. Doing so builds trust and trust builds affection. It may 
hurt, but you still need to do it because no one else can fix your 

relationship for you. Just as causing pain to your muscles allows 
them to grow back stronger, introducing some pain into your 
relationship through vulnerability makes the relationship stronger. 
Communication has strong links with trust. Trust allows a couple to 
know that their partner is there for them, truly cares about them and 
supports them. It means keeping your word and putting your 
relationship first. 

The key to fostering and maintaining trust in a relationship is for 
both partners to be completely transparent and vulnerable: 
• It is important to address issues in a relationship as they arise 

and it proves to your partner that you have nothing to hide. 
• Sharing painful and insecure things with your partner not only 

heals you, but gives you and your partner a good understanding 
of each other’s insecurities and the way you each choose to 
compensate for them. 

• Make promises and stick to them. The only way to truly rebuild 
trust after it has been broken is through a proven track record 
over time. You can build that track record by owning up to 
previous mistakes and set about correcting them. 

• Learn to discern your partner’s behaviour from your own 
insecurities (and vice-versa). This is a hard one and will likely 
require some form of confrontation. In most relationships fights, 
where one person thinks something is completely ‘normal’ and 
the other thinks it is really ‘messed up’ tends to be the cause of 
conflicts.

 

This comes back to the respect factor. If you have two different 
individuals sharing a life together, it is inevitable that they will have 
different values and perspectives on some things and clash over 
them. The key here is not to change the other person, as the desire 
to change your partner is inherently disrespectful to both them and 
yourself. Rather, it is to simply accept the difference and love them 
despite of it. When things get turbulent, forgive them for it. 
But how do you get good at forgiveness? What does that actually 
mean?
  
When an argument is over, it is over. It does not matter who was right 
and who was wrong; it does not matter if someone was mean and 
someone was nice, it is over. You both agree to leave it there and not 
bring it up ever again.

There is no scoreboard. No one is trying to “win.” 

Phrases like the following are to be avoided: 
• “You owe me this because you forgot the groceries last week.”
• “I’m always right about financial stuff, so you should listen to 

me.” 
• “I bought her three gifts and she only did me one favour.”

Everything in the relationship should be given and done 
unconditionally. That is, without expectation of reward or manipulation 
of feelings. 

 

Chapter 8
The Little Things Matter Alot
Never stop doing the little things, as they add up. It becomes 
particularly important once children enter the picture when it is 
challenging to make time for each other, but the best way to raise 
healthy and happy kids is to maintain a healthy and happy marriage. 

These little things could be:
• Saying “I love you” before going to bed,
• Holding hands during a movie,
• Doing small favours for each other without being asked,
• Helping with household chores,
• Cleaning up after yourself or your partner,
• Maintaining regular dates with your partner,
• Planning holidays and making time for one another.
 

Chapter 9
Be Practical, and Create 
Relationship Rules
There is no 50/50 in housekeeping, child rearing, vacation planning, 
dishwashing, gift buying, dinner making, money making, etc. The 
sooner everyone accepts that, the happier everyone is. We all have 
things we like to do and things we hate to do; there are things we are 
good at and not so good at. TALK to your partner about those things 
when it comes to dividing and conquering all the things that have to 
get done in life.
 
Most people have an image in their mind of how a relationship should 
work. For many, it is that both people share responsibilities; both 
manage to finely balance their time together with the time for 
themselves; both pursue engaging and invigorating interests on their 
own and then share the benefits together; both take turns cleaning 
the bathroom and cooking biryani for the extended family at Eid 
(although hopefully not at the same time).
 
The common theme of the advice about the logistics of running a 
relationship is to be pragmatic. If the wife is a lawyer and spends 50 
hours at the office every week and the husband is an artist and can 
work from home most days, it makes more sense for him to handle 
most of the day-to-day parenting duties. If the wife’s standard of 
cleanliness puts a magazine image to shame and the husband has 
gone six months without noticing the light fixture hanging from the 
ceiling, then it makes sense that the wife handles more of the 

housekeeping duties.
 
Figure out what you are each good at, what you each like/dislike and 
then arrange accordingly. For example, if a husband loves cleaning 
and hates smelly things, it makes sense for him to be on garbage 
duty. If the wife’s strengths lie in organising and details, then it makes 
sense for her to be the one who keeps track of bill payments, the 
children’s parent-teacher meetings and the family’s doctor’s 
appointments. 

Many couples suggest laying out rules for the relationship more 
generally. To what degree will you share finances? How much debt 
will be taken on or paid off? How much can each person spend 
without consulting the other? What purchases should be done 
together, or do you trust each other to shop separately? How do you 
decide which vacations to go on?
 
Have meetings about this stuff. You are sharing a life together, so you 
need to plan and account for each person’s needs and resources. 
 

Chapter 10
Learn to Ride the Waves
A nurse who used to work with elderly patients shared a story. One 
day, when she was talking to a patient in his late-80s about marriage 
and how his had lasted so long. He replied, “Relationships exist as 
waves – people need to learn how to ride them.” The old man went 
on to say that, just like in the ocean there are constant waves of 
emotion going on within a relationship, some waves last for hours, 
some last for months or even years. The key to success is to 
understand that few of those waves have anything at all to do with 
the quality of the relationship - people lose jobs, family members die, 
couples relocate, switch careers, make a lot of money, lose a lot of 
money. Your job as a committed partner is to simply ride the waves 
with the person you love, regardless of where they go. Ultimately, 
none of these waves last and you simply end up with each other. 

The final bit of wisdom is to afford your spouse the benefit of the 
doubt. If you have been happy for a long period of time, that is the 
case for good reason. If you are currently unhappy, be patient and 
focus on the many aspects of the loved one that still exist which 
caused you to fall in love in the first place. 
 

Chapter 11
A Healthy Relationship with the 
In-laws
Healthy couples make an effort with their in-laws. They understand 
the importance their in-laws play in their spouse’s life and treat them 
with respect. They participate in family events. Healthy couples 
recognise that their in-laws are different people with different ways. 
Families have their own culture and healthy couples remember that 
this culture is not bad or wrong, but just different. 

1. Healthy couples keep communicating. Expressing the difficulties 
in words is one of the most important tools a couple has for 
dealing with in-laws. They listen to each other and sympathise 
with each other’s feelings. 

2. Healthy couples do not take it personally. A healthy couple can 
recognise and deal with the fact that their parents are human 
beings with normal and difficult human feelings. They try to 
understand where they are coming from and empathise with 
them. 

3. Work with your spouse. First work conflicts through with your 
spouse. Remember, you are in this together. Most of the 
problems get resolved with just empathising and understanding 
the other person’s situation.
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4. Working as a team, set your family values. Communicate what 
you value to your in-laws and listen to theirs as well to come up 
with your family values. 

5. Communicate directly. If something bothers you, address it as 
soon as possible. Sometimes it is a genuine problem, other 
times, it might be a misunderstanding. 

Your in-laws are a crucial part of your spouse’s life. This makes them 
a crucial part of your life as well. It is extremely important to 
understand the needs of the entire new family in order to start a 
fulfilling relationship. Creating family harmony is a conscious effort and 
is possible through balance of respect, trust and communication - 
and it is worth the effort.

Chapter 7:
Be Willing to Forgive
In marriage, there is no such thing as winning an argument.  
An interesting observation from psychological research on why 
couples succeed or fail is that the most successful couples do not 
actually resolve all of their problems. In fact, quite the opposite: 
people in lasting and happy relationships have problems that never 
completely go away, while couples that feel as though they need to 
agree and compromise on everything end up feeling miserable and 
falling apart.
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