Defensiveness: 

A Multiplicity of Defensive Responses 

The following remarks by Dr. Dan Wile are published with his permission. 

Much of the problem of defensiveness is that it is hard to recognize. Perhaps reviewing this list of common responses will help couples recognize when they are being defensive and move past the defensiveness to honest, open communication.. 

Paul is watching the news when Marie appears at the door and says "You never talk to me any more." 

What does Paul do? What practically everyone does in such a situation: become defensive. Many, many possible defensive responses occur to him, although he doesn't recognize them as such. He sees them simply as stating the truth, pointing out reality, and setting Marie straight. In fact, Paul would be astonished to hear them labeled "defensive," since they just seem to him the logical points to make. 

Astonishing also is the length of the list—it keeps going. And the fact that it keeps going reveals how creative Paul is (as are we all) in coming up with defensive responses and in organizing counterattacks. Our partners, of course, are equally creative in countering our defensive responses and counterattacks. 

The Multitude of Defensive Responses That Occur to Paul 
In response to Marie's, "You never talk to me any more," Paul could say: 
Denying 
1. That's not so; what are you talking about?: "I talk to you all the time." 


2. Here's evidence: "What about Wednesday, when you were upset about your mother and we spent the whole evening talking about it?" 


3. I was just about to do it: "I was just on my way to the kitchen to talk to you." 


4. I'm an innocent bystander: "What have I done now? I've been sitting here bothering nobody, relaxing after a hard day, just wanting some peace and quiet. What's the big problem?" 

Explaining (Making Excuses) 
5. I didn't know you felt that way: "Why didn't you tell me you wanted to talk? I'm not a mind reader." 


6. I thought it was what you wanted: "You were with people all day today. I thought you wanted time to yourself." 


7. It's normal: "Married people talk a lot less after a few years. They've already said everything." 


8. It's a simple misunderstanding: "I thought it was understood that we'd each take a little time for ourselves and then we'd talk." 


9. We have different styles: "We're just used to different things. Your family talks a lot. In my family they hardly talk at all." 


10. I'm just not good at it: "I don't have a knack for small talk. I never did." 


11. There are extenuating circumstances: "I know I haven't been very communicative lately, but I've been under a lot of pressure at work." 

Counterattacking 
The principle underlying the third type of defensive response is that "the best defense is a good offense." 
12. You do the same thing/You did it first/you do it, not me: "What about last night, when I was upset and wanted to talk and you spent the whole night working on a memo for the office?" 


13. What you do is worse: "I'd talk to you more often if you weren't such a nag." 


14. You're inconsistent: "Last Saturday after the party you said I talked too much. Make up your mind, will you?" 


15. I did it only in reaction to what you did: "I'm not going to feel much like talking when you hit me with all the problems of the day before I even get my coat off." 

Defensive Responses 
16. You go too far in the opposite direction: "You always have to talk everything into the ground." 


17. What you see as a problem in me is actually a problem in you: "I just don't believe in gossiping." 


18. I have a right: "I work all day taking care of other people's problems. I have a right to a little peace and quiet when I come home." 


19. You should have told me: "How was I to know that you wanted to talk?" 


20. You should have told me sooner: "If that's what's been bothering you, why did you wait so long to tell me about it? I hate the way you always brood about things and let them build up." 


21. You should have told me in a nicer way: "Well, you don't have to be so nasty about it." 


22. You knew what you were getting, so you have only yourself to blame: "You knew I wasn't much of a talker when you married me." 


23. You should try to be more accepting: "You need to learn to accept people the way they are instead of trying to change them." 


24. You have unrealistic expectations: "You can't expect just one person to satisfy all your needs." 


25. It's your problem, so you should take care of it: "If you feel a need to talk, you should call up one of your friends." 


26. You had the problem long before you met me: "You had the same complaint about your last two boyfriends. So the problem is you, not me." 


27. You make the same complaint about everyone else; that ought to tell you something: "You say the same thing about your father and your brother." 


28. You're immature (weak, inadequate, crazy, dependent): "You want a mother, not a husband." 


29. You're a bottomless pit: "Nothing's ever going to satisfy you. Even if I talked more, you'd just find something else to complain about." 


30. I'm your whipping boy: "I'm tired of your taking it out on me when it's really your boss (or your father) you're angry at." 


31. You're putting up a smokescreen: "You're blaming me so you don't have to look at your own problems." 


32. It's a minor infraction, which brings us to the real problem, which is that you always make such a big deal about everything: "I'm tired of your always complaining." Or "Why are you always so judgmental and hypercritical?" Or "Did we get up on the wrong side of the bed again?" Or "You must be getting your period." Or "You're oversensitive." Or "you're overreacting." 


33. You've got a negative attitude: "Why can't you appreciate the good things we have instead of always dwelling on the bad? You worry about things too much and let them bother you more than you should." 


34. You must enjoy being unhappy: "You're having a wonderful time feeling sorry for yourself, wallowing in self-pity, and crying about how awful everything is." 


35. You're trying to control me: "You're always looking for ways to put me down. You're trying to manipulate me. You want me under your thumb." 


36. Things have been too good between us lately, so you're trying to ruin them: "I don't think you want things to work out between us. I don't believe for a moment that you really think it's a problem You're looking for an excuse to feel things are bad. Well, I'm not going to play your game." 

Self-Accusing <BRThe purpose of the fourth type of response is not necessarily defensive-Paul may simply feel self-accusing. The effect, however, is to draw attention away from Marie's concern and to refocus it on himself. 
37. You're right: "I blew it again. It's my fault. I keep letting you down. Maybe I'm just incapable of having an adult relationship." 

Fixing (Rushing Past the Problem to Find a Solution) 
38. I'll fix it: "Well, what exactly do you want to talk about?" 


39. I've improved: "You must admit that I'm better than I used to be." 


40. I'm trying: "I know it might not be apparent to you yet - I change very slowly-but for me, in my own way, I've made a lot of improvement." 


41. I can't change, so you'll have to accept it-and that's the solution: "I've never been much of a talker. You'll just have to learn to live with it." 

Withdrawing 
42. Try to put her off: "Can't we talk about it later?" 


43. Exit psychologically: Paul could shrug, say nothing, and remain detached for the rest of the evening. Later, he might close the door in such a way that Marie would be unable to tell whether or not he was slamming it. 


44. Exit physically: "I'm not going to sit here and listen to this; I'm going out for some air."
