The Times of India, Hyderabad
Thursday, November 18, 2004

y friend Shalim de-
scribed the tale of her
cousin sister’s failing mar-
riage at the hands of her
mothern-law's manipula-
tions and deviant ways and

standing from her hushand: *

Shalini commented on how -

in my Psychotherapy pfac-
" tice in the US, 1did not have *
"* to deal with this anguish be:’
cause decision to divoree is”
not such a huge ordeal.

‘As I'was answering her
question.’ several things
went through my o
mand. It 1s true that
the specific trigger
of extended family
mterference. espe-
cially husband's loy-
alty to his mother, is
not a major issue in
breaking a relation-
ship wn the US. It 15 §§
also true that the di-
vorce rate 1s as high
as 50%. The social

n the marrage, al-
though - nor . absent,
1s much less. The personal
growth, or potential for per-
sonal -happiness holds
much higher value in the
Western culture, over and
above the family stability
and isolation from the com-
forts of social acceptance. It
1s common to talk about
“half - brother” or “step
mother” just the way we in
India would talk about
cousin sister er maternal
uncle. All this makes the
family animal in our Indian
psyche restless, at a times
disgusted * with the" per-
cerved ease of breaking a
relationship.’~Besides, " the
Amencan popular culture
creates a myth in our mind
F

the total lack of under-: :

(RS

about sexcrazed Ameri-
cans who just want to have
fun. .
Are relationships taken
so lightly 1n the US as we
seem to believe? Are we try-
ng to understand the
American  relationships
just like a blind man trying
to figure out the shape of an
elephant? May be so. Over
the years, | have made one
observation. Barring the se-
‘vere trauma from extreme
events such as sexual abuse,
domestic vioclence, lifé-al-
tering accidents and so on,

the most difficult and most
painful issue in Amer.can
life is to experience break-
ing of a close relationship
from a Joved one.

The examples from nor-
mal middle class Amer-
cana are plenty The couple
who came to therapy in

-their mid 50s with 20-year

old mistrust problems finaj-

i1y made several mutual

compromuses because of
wanting tc keep the family
ntact for their  teenage
daughter The man who was

.guilt-riddez by his extra-

marital affair- because of
the thought of breaking his
marriage and hurting the

they seem?

wife he loved. A friend who
went. through clinical de-
Ppression over the issue of
breaking his five-year old
relationship, and several
other friends who kept go-
ing back to the painful rela-
tionships just because the
pamn of breaking up was
even more unbearable. In.
numerable books, support
groups, and research proj-
ects focus on relationships,
how to make them work, ef-
fects of broken marriages,
and how to enhance happi-
hess from relationships.
“dam  Connectedness
and  attachments
are mnate human
conditions that are
manifested m all

it may seem from
outside. Why bother
§ Uymg 1o  under-
stand thus about the
US culture? Two big
reasons: in urban
india we have be-
gun to see the same
H difficulties involved
1n jomning two inde-
pendent uncompromising
minds in matrimony. We
may have a tendency to as-
sume marriages can be ca-
sually broken off, but it has
never been easy ‘Secandly,
plenty of lessons can be
ledrht from the research'-
conducted on what works m
relationships and watching
the balancing act of pro-
moting individual freedom
and valumng intact family.

(The author; @ psychother-
apust in private practice in-
Los ‘Angeles and a mentd!
healith-consultant to South
Asian agencies, IS on a visit
20 ISB. Hyderabad) s
% =




