
LIVING CONSCIOUSLY

Positive guidance for human dilemmas

Psychotherapist Richard Harvey examines the plight of a woman in search of herself, whose dilemma lies in the conflict between safety and emotional intensity

Eva is an attractive woman in her mid-forties. After her two children left home, she moved to Spain with her husband Gerard. Gerard is a semi-retired businessman. Although he earns a lot of money, he gives Eva only a small allowance. She feels intense loyalty to Gerard who is away on business for long periods. She met a young man – Eduardo, who is in his early 20s – at an evening class and they began seeing each other. Their friendship has now developed into a passionate relationship.

When she was just 18, Eva left her family home to marry Gerard. She had always felt her family to be cold and unemotional. At first, their marriage felt warm and safe by contrast, but soon it developed into a practical and functional partnership. Although passion is lacking, she has always felt safe with Gerard. She doesn’t consider herself attractive or talented and feels ill-equipped to make a living or manage in the world. So, she feels that she is entirely dependent on her husband, and has always supported his business career and home life as a home-maker and mother. She is surprised that, in spite of her feelings of loyalty to her husband, she doesn’t feel that her relationship with Eduardo is wrong. But she does have an internal voice that tells her that something is wrong. What is causing her discomfort is that she is divided between the safety she feels with Gerard and the intensity of her feelings towards Eduardo. Her close women friends have encouraged her to concentrate on her own happiness and leave Gerard. 

In a dramatic way, Eva is facing a difficulty that is particularly common in women who have not individuated. Individuation is the name given to the process of psychological maturing, which is the psychic equivalent of the physical process of growth and aging. When a woman has individuated, she has a sense of herself as a separate individual. 

Although individuating is a life-long process, if we miss crucial developmental thresholds, we miss out on the essential lessons they have to offer. Psychologically, some part of us is stuck in an earlier stage of development and our growth is stunted. Eva’s relationship with Eduardo is an unconscious attempt to rectify this. She needs the intense emotions, the passionate adventure, even the risky aspect of this relationship. Through giving herself the kind of early experiences she missed out on in her youth, she can grow in a way she never has before.

I suspect that when she left her family home to marry, she moved from being a daughter to becoming a wife and mother too quickly. She missed out on the experience of self-discovery that learning to meet life’s challenges brings, by urging us to look within for creative solutions and develop personal abilities and life skills. Ultimately, she has missed out on discovering who she really is. 

She may have been attracted to Gerard because he provided the feeling of safety that helped to smooth the transition from her own family home to the more adult roles of wife and mother. But psychologically she merely swapped comfort zones, without facing up to the uncertainties of her life, testing her attractiveness in relationships and having the emotional adventures of late adolescence and the early twenties. This is probably one reason why she doesn’t feel attractive.

Gerard does not treat her as an equal, but rather as a dependent – like a daughter. Instead of recognizing her importance in the marital home and in his life, he doles out her small allowance like pocket money. Clearly a man who doesn’t seek intimacy, at least in his marriage, he moves easily in the business world of money and power. Many people who are materially successful use it to compensate for their impoverishment in matters of the heart, relationship and intimacy. 

Eva feels inwardly divided. Her dilemma lies in the conflict between, on the one hand, safety and material security and, on the other, love and emotional intensity. Of course, she has a right to both. But when we are not whole and connected inside, the outer world tends to reflect our inner state. Because she has not individuated, she is not complete or whole, so her outward life tends to be fragmented and divided. 

Eva is faced with a difficult, but crucial decision: whether to remain loyal to Eduardo or Gerard, or to be loyal to herself and put her own needs first. This is not a decision anyone can make for her. I am sure her friends have her best interest at heart, but the most helpful thing they can give her now is the space to make her own decisions.  

Psychotherapy may be the fast lane to individuation for Eva, but it seems to me that as long as she listens to her internal voice that senses that something is wrong and if she can stay loyal to herself – even if that means disappointing Gerard or Eduardo – she will find herself. 
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