Selfish Demands

Our parents made demands on us when we were children; teachers made demands in school; and employers make demands at work. Most of us didn't like them as children and we still don't. Demands carry a threat of punishment. If you refuse me, you'll regret it. In other words, you may dislike doing what I want, but if you don't do it, I'll see to it that you suffer even greater pain. In the old Godfather terms, a demand is "an offer you can't refuse." 

People who make demands don't seem to care how others feel. They think only of their own needs. If you find it unpleasant to do what I want, tough! And if you refuse, I'll make it even tougher. 

Demands depend on power. They don't work unless the demanding one has the power to make good on his threats. The Godfather had the power to make those "unrefusable" offers. A four-year-old who demands a new toy does not have power-- unless you count the ability to embarrass you by screaming bloody murder in the middle of a crowded store. But who has power in marriage? 

Ideally, there is shared power, the husband and wife working together to accomplish mutual objectives. But when one spouse starts making demands--along with threats that are at least implied--it's a power play. The threatened spouse often strikes back, fighting fire with fire, power with power. Suddenly, the marriage is a tug of war instead of a bicycle built for two. It's a test of power--who will win? 

If the demanding partner doesn't have enough power to follow through with the threat, he or she often receives punishment, at least in the form of ridicule. But if power is fairly equal between a husband and wife, a battle rages until one or the other surrenders. In the end, the one meeting the demand feels deep resentment, and is less likely to meet the need in the future. When the demand is not met, both spouses feel resentment. Does this mean that you should never ask your spouse for a favor? Isn't it good to communicate your needs? Yes, communicate--but don't demand. You may make requests, but not threats. When I ask my wife, Joyce, to do something for me, she may cheerfully agree to it--or she may express her reluctance. This reluctance may be due to any number of things-- her own needs, her comfort level, her sense of what's wise or fair.

If I push my request, making it a demand, what am I doing? I'm overriding her reluctance. I am declaring that my wishes are more important than her feelings. And I'm threatening to cause her some distress if she doesn't do what I want. She now must choose the lesser of two evils--my "punishment" 

on the one hand, or whatever made her reluctant, on the other. She may ultimately agree to my demand, but she won't be happy about it. I may get my way, but I'm gaining at her expense. My gain is her loss. I guarantee you, she will feel used.

"But you don't know my husband!" some wife might say. "He lies around the house all night and I can't get him to do a thing. The only time he lifts a finger is to press the remote control. If I don't demand that he get up and help me, nothing would get done." 

"You can't be talking about my wife," a husband might say. "She only thinks about herself! She spends her whole life shopping and going out with her girlfriends. If I didn't demand that she stay at home once in a while, I'd never see her." 

There are some major conflicts in these brief examples, but I still maintain that demands hurt more than they help. If you force your spouse to meet your needs, it becomes a temporary solution at best, and resentment is sure to rear it's ugly head. Threats, lectures, and other forms of manipulation do not build compatibility: They build resentment.
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