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Chapter Eight: The Third Position

Reframing the Conversation

The third position is a particular way to reframe conversations. A reframe of a conversation helps participants in the dialogue become aware of the context of their conversation.
 This can be done by appealing to laws of nature as I have done with the concept of balance. This is a metaphor that puts human relationships into a context of laws that apply to the reality that is all about us in nature. Such metaphors say to the two contending parties that they are not crazy. 
 They are part of something that transcends them. Others have faced situations like theirs and survived. They can as well. If they can step back now and consider the reframing metaphor, they too may succeed in resolving their conflict.


I had an anorectic patient who was recovering. As she began to eat more she couldn’t seem to gain weight. She had trouble eating 1000 calories, but she did. No weight gain. Then she was able to eat 2000 calories. No weight gain. This was very discouraging for both of us. But it is a common phenomenon in recovering anorectics.


I suggested that she had a tape worm and that she had to eat more than this parasite. We both knew she didn’t have a tape worm, but this reframe gave her an image to fight against. At 4000 calories a day she began to defeat her imaginary nemesis, the tape worm. She gained weight.


All art is actually a reframe of the human experience. Music around the words in a song reframes the words and creates an emotional tone, giving a context for the words. Any artistic rendition of reality gives a detached perspective of what is or what is happening. Food changes the context of a conversation, as does alcohol. There are as many reframes as we can imagine. The third position is one of them. It is a process. It creates a context for talking and for making joint decisions.


Couples often use stories and metaphors in a destructive reframe. The metaphor can insult our partners or demean them. The story we tell about our partners and our relationship can frame us as the suffering hero/victim and our partner as the mean, insensitive perpetrator/villain. In such stories we are always the innocent victim and our partners are the guilty, responsible perpetrator.


Stories that reframe others as the villain and us as their innocent victims are disempowering and basically not true. As I will say later, none of us is innocent and the victim role renders us helpless.


Strong healthy reframes don’t create a scapegoat or a villain. I want to suggest a way to reframe any conflict so that a deadlocked, acrimonious, shouting match can be peacefully and creatively resolved. A helpful reframe should accomplish three things: 1. It should shift the focus from the personal to the system; 2. It should identify and label the roles played in the system by the opposing parties and 3. It should assign noble values to the roles that the opposing parties are playing for the system.  For example, in a financial argument one party may have the role of family accountant. The other party may have the role of family shopper. The family accountant may argue for the value of financial security and promote balanced budgets. The family shopper may argue for the value of nurture and promote quality living for the family.


These are systems’ arguments. Blame is almost irrelevant to a system’s argument. Every system has such arguments. We are serving our family system when we adopt a role and promote values represented by that role. Our family needs for us to debate quality of life versus financial security. This is how the family balances finances with needs. It is a noble sacrifice for each partner to contribute their anxiety to the value that they represent and to carry its banner into the fray. God knows it is not fun.


When therapists reframe the argument in terms of systems, their roles and values, they raise the balance and they help civilize the debate. When they reframe the conversation in this way, therapists should also bring honor and respect to both parties. As a therapist begins to reframe the conflict in system’s terms it becomes easy to add a third value position. 


To enter a third position process you must reframe your frustrating angry conflict from a painful disagreement into a puzzle that you will attempt to solve together. Visualize a jigsaw puzzle with pieces out all over your kitchen table. As you proceed through the third position process, notice how each of you begin to find pieces to the puzzle that fit together. As much as possible play together. Enjoy the shared creativity. The third position process will help you avoid the contest for dominance and painful competitive losses. The third position process will help you become creative collaborators. 

A Reframe as a Third Position

The therapist can offer a reframe that creates a third way to understand the problems in a relationship. This is just such a story:

Mahala and Tonya were a couple. I saw them years ago when they first got together. They parented three children, one adopted girl from China and two girls that were conceived from a sperm donor, one born to Mahala and the other to Tonya. Mahala was and is a famous singer/songwriter. She has a demanding schedule so most of the parenting duties have fallen to Tonya. They have been a couple for twenty-five years. Two of their children, Kathy and Tom, are in college. Sonya is a junior in high school. 


“Tonya’s gone nuts,” Mahala said. “I don’t know what’s happened. She had an affair with the carpenter last year. She admits it. After thirty years as a lesbian she comes out of the closet and she is suddenly straight.”


“Well you are never home,” Tonya said. “And suddenly you are so demanding. You are drinking more. You are angry when you are not. You retreat to your music room where you can’t be disturbed. We have no social life. I take care of the children while you are out of town which is 200 days a year. And when you are home you are too exhausted to go out with me or to entertain friends. You enjoy a book more than you do me or the children. What was I supposed to do?”


“I think she may be bi-polar,” Mahala said. “We both think her father and his mother were. It runs in families and suddenly she seems to be impulsive, self-destructive and angry like manic people often are. I have been a social recluse since she has known me. I have always liked to work alone on my music or read a good book. This is nothing new. I play the father role in our family. I am the provider. I tend to the children when I’m in town, but Tonya has always been their mother. She is the one they count on. They overwhelm me sometimes. Tonya has accepted this role gladly, until now. I think she is having a bi-polar episode.”


“I think Mahala has become a full blown alcoholic,” Tonya said. “She always drank too much. She stopped smoking marijuana two years ago because her doctor said she had early stage emphysema. Her mother was an alcoholic, her brother, her uncle, her grandfather — talk about running in families. Mahala has gone overboard with her drinking and anger. And she is trying to blame this on me.


“I admit things have been different for me. I don’t love and worship her like I did. I’m angry about the children. I had to go alone to China to get Sonya. The birth of Tom was particularly hard for me. She was out of town. The only childcare she can claim is that she was present for the birth of Kathy, but she scheduled that and had a simple C-section. Two weeks after Kathy was born she left to go out of town and I was Kathy’s wet nurse. I admit I never complained about this. But secretly, I resented it. And yes, I’m speaking up about it now. I’m not bi-polar. I’m not spending money lavishly. Yes, I had an affair, one in twenty-five years. Since she has been on the road I have never asked Mahala how many affairs she has had because I don’t want to know.”


“I don’t drink that much,” Mahala said. “And perhaps I need to cut down. This is the first I have heard Tonya complain about that. My road manager mentioned my drinking one time out of concern. Tonya never has. I stopped drinking for six months. I could do that again.”


“Do you want a divorce?” I asked.


“Well we can’t get divorced,” Tonya said. “Tennessee doesn’t recognize that we are married.”


“Of course,” I said.


“And if we did dissolve our union, Tonya would get nothing,” Mahala said. “And I would have no one to take care of Kathy and Sonya. And legally I suppose she could take Tom away and I would never see him again. It is clear that she is their primary parent. They would be loyal to her. I don’t want a divorce either, even if Tennessee did allow that. I want you to tell Tonya to see a psychiatrist and get on lithium.”


“And I want you to stop drinking,” Tonya shouted at Mahala. “And for your information I have seen a psychiatrist. He gave me a prescription for Prozac. He said I was depressed and that I was not bi-polar.” 


“Well I can stop drinking for six months,” Mahala said.


“These sound like good next steps,” I said.


“Yes, but we are still yelling at each other and I don’t feel any closer,” Tonya said.


“Me either,” said Mahala. “That’s why we came to you. We need help.”


“How old are you?” I asked.


“I’m 49, Mahala’s 48,” Tonya answered.


“Do you remember Ms. Magazine?” I asked.


“Sure,” they responded.


“Well the editors of Ms. commissioned a book once about what happens to a young girl’s personality when she hits puberty. The premise was that a 10 year old prepubescent girl has a clear sense of her likes and dislikes. She is just as full of spit and vinegar as any boy. She has her own agenda and then comes puberty and estrogen. The girl turns into a social caretaker, pleasing others before attending to herself. This nurturing disease can become so intense that, as a girl transforms into a woman, she can lose herself. Many women live lost to themselves, taking care of husbands and children until they reach menopause and then they lose their estrogen and they get back their spit and vinegar.


“Often marriages crash on the rocks of menopause. The contract changes. The woman is no longer willing to serve her husband. She has her own interests to pursue. 

“I once was in a group therapy session of 75 or so therapists sitting in a large circle. Across from me was a woman about 50 years old. About seven people down from me on my side of the room was her husband. The woman said, ‘I’m fifty years old. My children are grown. I don’t want anymore children. I’m tired of people sucking on my tits. I’m closing down that part of my life. My tits are closed for business.’ With that she glared at her husband. It was clear they were renegotiating their marriage contract at this stage of their marriage.


“It appears to me that you two are at a similar place. Tonya wants to renegotiate the marriage contract.”


“That’s right,” Tonya said. “There are things I used to let pass that I can’t anymore. I have to stick up for me now. I won’t let Mahala have her way anymore just because she makes the money or the world thinks she is a star. My life is just as important as hers and I intend to reclaim my life.”


“This is making some sense to me,” Mahala said. “I haven’t wanted to talk about this and I’ll bet Tonya is as embarrassed to admit this as I am, but I have hot flashes. I got a hair piece recently because my hair is thinning. I can’t get rid of the ten pounds I have around my middle. I’ve lost interest in sex. I thought it was because I was drinking so much, but maybe it is that I’m low on hormones.”


“You know how you women have had the opportunity once a month to check out the dark side of your emotions?” I asked.


“Opportunity,” Tonya said. “Is that what you call it?”


“Well yes,” I said. “We men just go along pretending all is well. We never really are called to clean out our emotional closets. But once a month women get that chance.


“Menopause is, I think, another version of this at a different level. Here Tonya wants to clean out the resentments in your marriage. She wants to reclaim her life. She wants to go into the past and tell you things about how she feels that you never knew. If you are willing, perhaps she can rid herself of a lot of emotional poison and if you care and can be accountable for how you hurt her, perhaps she can forgive you, reclaim her soul and make a new relationship contract with you. And perhaps you might find you need to clean out your emotional closets as well.”


“I never thought of our conflicts like this,” Mahala said.


“Me either,” Tonya agreed. “I’m game. This is the first hope I have had in two years.”


“I feel good about this too,” Mahala said.


This was a story about what the third position created for a relationship. The conflict was joined. Blame was being cast back and forth. The impasse was clear. There appeared to be little common ground. Then the therapist in the third position offered a frame for the conflict. The frame put things in perspective. It made a place for all parties’ feelings. It raised the conversation from personal to universal. It helped undemonize and unvictimize all the parties. In this story a reframe was all that was needed.


A third position is not just a neutral person. People who play this position need to bring something new to the table, something that adds information or another emotion or a different level of thought. People who play this role must have no personal stake in the conflict. In that way they are neutrals. But they should add a new flavor, serve a new value, create some reason to reopen the minds of the two opposing points of view.


This is what a good reframing of the conversation does. The notion of menopause elevated the dialogue. It stopped the blaming and gave Tonya and Mahala a new way to think about their feelings as a problem of aging, not a problem of personalities. 

The Therapist is a Third Position

The therapist inadvertently creates a third position reframe in couple’s therapy merely by sitting in the room with the couple. The presence of a therapist forces each member of a couple to wonder how an objective neutral person views their words and behaviors. By simply sitting and paying attention to the conversation, therapists help civilize and contain the impulses of their couple clients. 


So let’s assume there is civilizing power simply coming from a therapist being with a couple; that there is the natural draw toward convincing the neutral objective third party therapist to be on our side. Now, add a third value position. Let the therapist become the advocate for the third position. The therapist should be a powerful container, referee, and arbiter for the conflict. Now, as the representative advocate for the third position, the therapist is even a more powerful civilizing force. With a third value position the therapist reminds the parties that they are now playing a new game with new rules. In this new game the two parties may serve their own noble value position. But they must also at the same time serve the third value position. The therapist will take on this third position as if it belonged to the therapist. In this new game the opposing parties promise to use words, ideas and proposals that will support the third position. If they do not, then the therapist will remind them that they are not playing by the rules they agreed upon. In this way the third position contains and bounds the contest. The contest is transformed from a win/lose argument to a problem solving discussion.

The third position is not a story or a narrative or a symbol. It is simply a third element consciously interjected into a couple’s dialogue that both parties respect. This is a process, not a thing. It is a way for the contending parties to talk together, giving respect to a third position beyond their own position and beyond their partner’s position. It requires that both parties see their partners as having a valid value that they should rightly serve. It civilizes the spirit of any conversation.


Often a couple appears to be at deadlock. One party stands for the right they believe in and that somehow seems to be opposed to the right their partner believes in. When this happens couples get angry and discouraged. They may feel betrayed or ambushed.


The partners are so involved that they cannot see any way past what they consider to be an insoluble impasse. But there is no impasse.
 There is only a miss at joining. Imagine gears trying to find their fit. Or you try to plug in a lamp in the dark. If the gears don’t have a structure they will only by chance find their fit or if there is no light to see, you will struggle to find the plug.


The third position raises our perspectives. It forces us to look again. It provides a structure and more light that helps us find our fit. It disengages us from focusing on the collision of two value positions and it lifts us to a new level of inquiry.

Exercise #52:

Can you remember your last power struggle or relationship impasse? Can you identify the value you served in that conversation? Can you identify the value that your partner served? Are you able to see that your partner was serving your relationship and family system by representing this opposing value? 


If you are having trouble with this exercise, ask your partner what value they believe they served.


This first story is an example of the therapist acting as a third position. This example demonstrates the point that the mere fact there is a therapist with the parties can create a third position. In this story the therapist has the role of parent coordinator.

Parent Coordinator

Karen and Floyd were referred to me by the Judge of Summit County. The judge had signed an order making me the parent coordinator for this divorced couple. As a parent coordinator my job was to mediate parental disputes. And when mediation would not work I had a third tie-breaking vote. This role helps parents resolve their dispute? It helps parents make decisions that would otherwise force them back to court or paralyze them in endless debates that have no resolution.


When they were inside my office Floyd and Karen sat on opposing couches with me in my rocking chair making a third point in a triangle.


I began by saying, “I want to be clear. I am an arm of the court. I am appointed to serve the judge and your son. Nothing you say here is confidential. I am not interested in the past or the details of your divorce. I want us to focus together on making good decisions for your son’s future. So, with that in mind, who wants to offer us something that we need a decision about?”


Karen spoke right up. “Carl has a reading disability and he is ADD.”


“How do you know that?” Floyd said.


“He’s my son,” Karen answered, “I think I would know and I think you Floyd, should know, but you don’t and that is why we are here in this mess, spending all this money on foolish lawyers and Dr. McMillan and not on Carl’s problems.”


“Carl doesn’t have any problems,” Floyd responded, “except the problems you create in your head.”


I found a spot to break in here.


“Hold on,” I said, “I want to establish some ground rules. They are that one person speaks at a time with no interruptions.”


“It was Floyd that interrupted,” Karen said. “Not me. That’s the way he is.”


“Now you are interrupting me,” I said addressing Karen, “I haven’t finished.”


“See there,” Floyd said, “She’s always innocent and I’m always the one she blames.”


“Both of you stop and let me finish,” I said.


“Now, one person speaks at a time. The other person does not speak until addressed. Talk to me and not to each other, at least for now, until you both can begin to talk respectfully. Can you agree on these ground rules, Floyd?”


“Yes,” Floyd answered.


“Can you, Karen?”


“Yes,” Karen answered.


“Karen, had you finished sharing your concerns?” I asked. 


“No, I haven’t,” She responded, “I want Carl to attend Westminster School for Special Needs.”


“And she wants me to pay for it,” Floyd said.


“Floyd, remember our agreement about the ground rules,” I said.


“Yes, sorry,” Floyd said. 


“That is why we are here,” Karen said. “Our son needs what this school has to offer and Floyd doesn’t care and won’t pay for it.”


“Westminster does do a good job for children with special needs,” I acknowledged.


“But my son doesn’t have any special needs,” Floyd said interrupting. “I’m sorry, I forget.”


“That’s all right Floyd,” I said. “It is your turn.”


“I don’t want my son being called retarded or worse,” Floyd said. “I had trouble in school, but I made it. I wasn’t retarded.”


“Yes you were,” Karen said.


“Karen,” I said reproachfully.


“Sorry,” she said.


“Are you through with your concerns Floyd?” I asked.


“Yes, I guess so,” Floyd says. “I just don’t want anyone to think there is something wrong with my boy.”


“So let me see if I understand what you are saying Floyd,” I said. “You are saying that there are social consequences to a label. And there is research to back you up on that Floyd. Once your child is labeled ‘special needs’ or ‘retarded’ or ‘ADD’ or whatever, that label could follow him the next year, not only with his peers, who can be very mean, but also the teachers will begin to expect the worst from Carl and not his best. And that would not be a good thing.”


“Exactly,” Floyd said. “You are the first person who seems to understand that.”


“But Dr. McMillan,” Karen interjected.


“Wait a minute Karen,” I said. “Remember your agreement.”


“Floyd, are you finished?”


“Yes,” he said. “You understand exactly.”


“But Dr. McMillan, Carl does have these special needs,” Karen said. “They aren’t being addressed in public school. He feels terrible that he can’t read. They can help him at Westminster School. He can’t read.”


“He can read,” Floyd said.


“No, he can’t, Floyd.


“He reads to me,” Floyd said.


“But Floyd he doesn’t understand what he reads.”


“How do you know?” Floyd asked. “Are you in his head?”


“Whoa,” I said. “Stop talking to each other. Remember your agreements to talk only when it is your turn and talk only to me.”


“Floyd, if Carl has a problem and really can’t read you want him to get help don’t you?” I asked.


“Sure I do, but I don’t think he has a reading problem,” Floyd said.


“Is it possible that Carl is sad because he is not doing as well in school as his friends?” I asked.


“Yes, but he’s never said anything like that to me,” Floyd said.


“Well he has to me,” Karen said.


“The rule Karen, remember,” I said. 


“Sorry,” she replied.


“Floyd, is it possible he doesn’t want you to know this?” I asked.


“It’s possible,” Floyd answered. 


“You think you know this for sure don’t you Karen?” I asked.


“Yes,” she said.


“Karen,” I said. “Can we not decide yet about Westminster and help Floyd know what you know,” I said.


“What she thinks she knows,” Floyd said.


“The rule, Floyd.”


“Sorry,” Floyd said.


“How can we do that?” Karen asked.


“Let’s get Carl tested?” I said. “And Floyd if we find out that Carl is way behind his peers, say two grade levels, then can we agree he needs help.”


“Yeah, I guess so,” Floyd said. “I don’t think I was ever two grades behind. That would be bad. But I’m not saying I am sending him to that school.”


“No,” I agreed. “What I suggest is that we see if we can get all of us on the same page. We all want what’s best for Carl. I’m proposing a process for making a decision. The first step is to find out what help Carl needs. Can we agree on this first step?”


“I’m fine with it,” Karen said.


“Me too,” Floyd said.


The next time we met we had Carl’s test results. I interpreted them to Karen and Carl. 


“Carl is depressed,” I began, “And the psychological examiner thought it was partly because he was doing poorly in school and partly because you two are fighting about him. Also, Carl can spell well and he can read the words out loud as if he can read, yet he doesn’t translate what he reads into words that mean something inside his head. It is as if the words make sounds that have no meaning to him. His comprehension scores are almost three grade levels behind. It is partly because he does have attention deficit. His mind is so active and moves its focus so often that it doesn’t stay with the task of reading. It is as if he is thinking about other things while he is pronouncing the words he sees. He needs help.”


“I told you so,” Karen said.


“It’s not that bad,” Floyd said. “He can spell. He knows what the words are. I had trouble focusing on my reading. It’s not all bad.”


“Yes,” I said. “But you agreed that you would consider finding ways to help him if he needed help.”


“But I didn’t agree to send him to that school,” Floyd said. 


“What’s wrong with Westminster School?” Karen said.


“It’s what kids will say about him if he goes there,” Floyd said. “I don’t want that for him.”


“But he needs help,” Karen said.


“Karen, can we investigate what the public schools will do for Carl?” I asked.


“I don’t trust the public schools,” Karen said. “The public school children are meaner to children with special needs than the children at Westminster. At Westminster all the children have special needs.”


“So the public schools, can they help Carl with his reading problem?” Floyd asked.


“With these test scores,” I said. “They are obligated to offer Carl some form of remediation. Karen, can we have what the public schools call an M-team meeting for Carl? Both of you are eligible to attend. At the M-team meeting the reading specialists in the public schools will propose a remediation plan to help Carl catch up.”


“Well, I will go to the meeting,” Karen said. “And listen to what they have to say, but I know Westminster is the best place for Carl.”


“I will go to the meeting too,” Floyd said.


When they returned to see me after the M-team meeting Floyd spoke first.


“They had a good idea about how to help Carl,” he said. “They will leave him in all his regular classes except English. During that period he will receive special one-on-one attention from a reading specialist. The other students won’t even really know he has special needs.”


“I guess this is worth a try,” Karen said. “But if the public schools don’t help Carl catch up, I want him to go to Westminster. I know it costs a lot of money. That’s why I will agree to this, but Floyd you and your wife live on $150,000 a year, while Carl and I only have $40,000. You can afford Westminster. I can’t.”


“That’s what this is about,” Floyd said. “She can’t stand it that she doesn’t have access to my money anymore. She is jealous that I remarried someone who makes good money and she is still single. That is what this is all about.”


“I want you both to focus on Carl now,” I said. “So you are agreed, Carl will attend the public school next year, are you?”


“Yes,” they both said.


“Then we have a decision,” I said. “I want to thank you both for working together on this. It is my goal as a parent coordinator not to cast my vote and to help parents solve their parenting problems together. You did this. Consequently, I did not have to cast a vote. I am grateful that I didn’t have to take on that responsibility. Thank you for cooperating so well with me.”

Exercise #53:

Have you ever felt like your therapist served as a third position for your relationship? Have you experienced the therapist containing conflict and raising your relationship to a higher plane or balance?


Would it be possible for you to use a third value position in place of the therapist? Imagine how it would work.


This story demonstrated the magnetic power of a transcendent third position. They were each focused on their own individual hurts and fears. When the therapist invited them to consider a third thing, their son, they were able to move. When people become frightened and angry adversaries, they become convicted of their positions. They become entrenched and they cannot move. They often cannot think logically and they cannot consider any ideas other than their own. A person, like a therapist, represents a third voice and a third set of ears.


When a third person breaks into the dialogue between two entrenched parties, something changes automatically. When the parties see the third person find sense and meaning in their opponent’s words, then they must as well. Usually the third position, represented by the therapist, contains some moral value like peace, harmony or cooperation. The other two positions are usually “my way” versus “your way.”


Before the third position joins the conversation the contest is framed win or lose. Once the third position begins to listen and reflect, the possibility of creative collaborative problem solving begins, just by adding that neutral impartial role.


This is what happened with Karen and Floyd. I did little but listen, invite them to rise above themselves and consider their son and see if we could establish a decision making process in his best interests. With such a process in place the decision made itself.

In this story the therapist served the role of a third position. This story does not reflect the third position at its best. Here the therapist created a strong structure for decision-making. Remember, a third position reframe does the three things that most constructive reframes do. In addition to those three things (1. taking the conflict out of the personal and into the system, 2. identifying system roles played by adversaries and 3. identify values served by the roles played) the third position humbles both parties, honors both parties as worthy opponents and invites creative play into problem solving. It humbles both parties by asking them to acknowledge that there are things they don’t know or understand and that there is possibly a better solution than the one that they advocate. It asks both parties to appreciate that they may need opposition and that this conflict offers both of them a chance to give the problem their best considered judgment; that their adversary means well and their opposition will help them refine their opinions. Both parties are respected as worthy opponents. All ideas and thoughts should be offered as a solution, no matter how silly they might seem. This story will illustrate the full use of the third position. 

Resolving an Impasse with a Third Position

In this story the therapist helps introduce a process rather than a position and the process worked for Barbara and Vic.

Vic is thirty-five years old. He has been suffering from schizophrenia since he was sixteen. His mother, Barbara, has been primarily responsible for Vic since she divorced Vic’s father when Vic was seventeen. Vic’s father lives in another city and comes to visit for a weekend once a year, but Vic’s care and support basically rests on Barbara’s shoulders.


Vic’s medical condition along with his medications, seem to have slowed his abilities. His medications seem to control his hallucinations and his delusions but he is not as mentally sharp or emotionally mature as he might have been. Vic works in a grocery story stocking shelves. He seems to enjoy this work. Sometimes his meds get messed up and he has to go to the hospital but most of the time he gets on fairly well. His mother subsidizes him with some monthly income and a car. And she comes over to his apartment once a week and cleans up the place with Vic.


Usually I see only Vic but he wanted his mother to come with him today. He had a problem with her that he wanted me to help with. Vic sat on the couch next to me. Barbara sat on the couch directly across from me. 


Vic began. “I’m tired of my mother lecturing me about sex. Maybe you can get her to mind her own business.”


“I’m not sure it’s my place to have any opinions on this subject,” I said.


“Oh no,” they both said.


Barbara said, “I want your opinion on this.”


“I do too,” Vic said.


“I’m not sure….” 

Before I could continue Barbara interrupted and said, “Please Dr. McMillan, we need some help here.”


“Okay, but I don’t think I should offer my opinion about sex. I’m not sure that I am qualified.”


‘You are a man like me,” Vic said. “That qualifies you. I think about sex. I like Sandy. Sandy likes me.”


“But she is using you,” Barbara said.


“She really likes me, mother. You don’t know how Sandy feels.”


“Is she having sex with you?”


“Mother, that’s none of your business.”


“It is my business if she has my grandchild and you and she expect me to help you support your baby.”


“No, we haven’t had sex. And besides she takes birth control pills and I think she has a boyfriend.”


“She lives in the projects,” Barbara said. “She has a white four-year-old and a black six-year-old. Neither of them have known fathers. She has no visible means of support. I have checked her out. She is either a prostitute or she is a drug dealer. Has she offered you any drugs, Vic?”


“No and if she did I wouldn’t take them,” Vic said. “I tried marijuana a long time ago and I didn’t like it. I know I can’t mess with drugs. The drugs I take are hard enough for me to manage. I won’t take any other drugs mother.”


“I believe you but why did you buy her a new T.V.?”


The conversation had been flying back and forth so fast and furious that all I could do until now was move my head back and forth from Vic to his mother. I finally decided to interrupt.


“Okay let me see if I understand. Vic you seem to have made a new friend, Sandy. You gave her a gift of a T.V. set. Your mother thinks she is taking advantage of you. Your mother worries that she may be a prostitute or a drug dealer.”


“Well, what if she is,” Vic said. “And what if we have sex? Whose business is it?”


“She could give you a sexually transmitted disease,” Barbara said. “She could have AIDS. She could get pregnant.”


“So you don’t want me to be a normal man!” Vic shouted.


“I just don’t think you should pay for sex,” Barbara answered, “I think you should be with someone who wants to be with you, not for money, but for you.”


“That’s nice mother but I don’t see women lining up in front of my door,” Vic answered. “Where am I supposed to find this woman who wants to be with me?”


“Let me see if I can understand what’s going on,” I said. “Vic, it sounds like you want to be allowed to be a man with normal healthy sexual interests. You want and expect the right to be sexual in your way, when that is possible for you. You want to be able to do this without your mother’s supervision. You want to be free to be yourself and express yourself.”


“Yes, that’s right,” Vic agreed.


“Barbara you represent the value of safety and health. You don’t want Vic to be exploited or used. You don’t want him to get an STD or to have a baby he can’t take care of.”


“That’s right.”


Suddenly Vic yells out, “I don’t want to die a virgin!”


“I got it,” I said. “You want to be a sexual man just like any other man.”


“Yes I do,” Vic said. “I don’t want to have to get my mother’s approval. To hell with her.”


“Okay, lets all calm down,” I said. “I don’t think your mother wants to control your sex life. In fact, I believe that it is her wish that you have a happy healthy sexual relationship. Is that right Barbara?”


“Yes, that is my wish,” Barbara agreed.


“And Barbara I don’t think Vic wants AIDS or any other STD or to have a baby he can’t take care of.”


“No I don’t want a baby or any diseases.” Vic said. “I may be crazy but I’m not stupid.”


“Okay,” I said. “But the truth is, Barbara, you would stop your son from having sex with Sandy if you could, wouldn’t you?”


“Yes,” she answered. 


“And you Vic would have sex with Sandy even if it meant risking pregnancy and a sexually transmitted disease, wouldn’t you?” I asked.


“I can’t say,” Vic answered.


“So both of you may be making a mistake with the position you are taking in this argument. Is that possible?”


“Yes,” Barbara said.


“I don’t know, maybe,” Vic said.


“So Vic would you want a mother who didn’t care whether or not you made a sexual mistake and got someone pregnant or you contracted AIDS or something?” I asked.


“But she said she’s against that,” Vic said.


“And she is,” I agreed, “but don’t’ you expect any loving mother to be against unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases for their children?”


“I guess so,” Vic answered.


“And Barbara don’t you expect that any man Vic’s age would have powerful sexual passions and want to find a way to express them?”


“Yes, Vic is just like any man in that regard,” Barbara agreed.


“And that’s healthy?” I asked. 


“I guess it is,” Barbara agreed.


“So Barbara, can you tell Vic that you respect his right to have sexual feelings and that you in some way are proud that he is a passionate man?” I asked.


“I don’t know if I would use those words but that’s basically true,” Barbara said.


“And Vic aren’t you glad that you have a mom who loves you enough to try to protect you from making a terrible sexual mistake that might haunt you the rest of your life?”


“Yes, I guess so,” Vic said, “but I still want to make my own decisions about this and I know what she is thinking. She wants me to use a condom. Well I’m not going to do that and she can’t have that much control over me.”


“Barbara do you expect to be able to control whether or not Vic wears a condom?” I asked.


“No I guess not,” Barbara said. “But it reduces the risk of contracting a STD, Vic.”

“I’ll risk it,” Vic replied.


“I wonder if you can agree on two things?” I asked. “Can you first agree that each of you is doing a good job playing your role in this family? Vic you are doing exactly what any man would do in playing your part and Barbara you are doing what any loving mother would do. Can you agree to that?”


“Yes,” they both said.


“Now I want you to respect each other for doing such a good job playing your roles in the family. Can you do that?”


“Yes,” they agreed.


“Okay that’s the first thing,” I said. “Now you respect each other as worthy opponents. You both understand these are roles that you must play and that you both need to be opposed by someone who loves and respects you. We have that here.


“Now to the second thing. There are two opposing values. Barbara you represent one and that value is safety and Vic you represent another and that value is passion. Both good values. We all need both of these in our lives. I wonder if you could agree on a third value. It could be any value. Relax, play with this. Don’t take this so seriously. It could be paved roads or health of the planet or peace on earth.”


“Or children born to parents who want them,” Barbara said.


“Or respect for Sandy as a person,” Vic said.


“Either of those would be fine,” I said.


“I can go with either one,” Barbara said.


“Or I don’t want a child,” Vic said.


“Okay let’s go with that,” Barbara said.


“So your third position is being sure that Vic’s sex life does not produce a child,” I said.


“Yes,” they agreed.


“Dr. McMillan I’m pretty sure that Sandy is a prostitute,” Barbara said. “Maybe you could talk to her and see if she would agree to have sex with Vic and get that year long birth control treatment.”


“Mother,” Vic said. “I don’t want Dr. McMillan to do that. Isn’t there something I can do, a pill I could take?”


“Well there are several options,” I said. “There is a morning after pill she could take.”


“No I don’t want it to be hers to do,” Vic said. “I want to do it. What can I do so that I don’t make anybody pregnant?”


“Well probably the most effective thing you can do is get a vasectomy. My nephew recently had one after his second child. He said it hurts but you get over it in a couple of weeks.”


“I could do that,” Vic said. “I want to do that.”


“Well that takes care of my problem,” Barbara said. 


“Can you help Vic get that set up Barbara?” I asked.

“Sure,” Barbara agreed.

Exercise #54:

Go back through this story. See if you can find where my character reframed the conversation with the 3 reframing principles. 1. Made the conflict a systems event and not a personal one. 2. Defined roles of the parties. 3. Assigned noble values. How did my character help the parties acknowledge their humility and respect for their worthy opponent? How did I invite them to play together?

The third position is magic. It opens doors that we never knew were there. It opens our minds and hearts to one another. I have seen it work many times and always with an unexpected result.


In this story all three values were served. Though I was present and I introduced the idea of a third position, once Barbara and Vic had three values to serve they came to a resolution with little help from me. If they knew what third position thinking was, they might have resolved their problem on their own.

Finding a Third Position Inside the Relationship

Here we are talking about a relationship between two people. Sometimes it is a problem for any two people to make a decision. The desires of each one of them can block the other one from acting. Hopefully parties in a relationship respect their partners enough so that they won’t act for the relationship without their partners blessing. Issues from sex, money, parenting, in-laws, and religion can quickly become painful and insoluble problems. 


In business partnerships, the partnership agreement often anticipates such stalemates and the written agreement provides for a non-partner such as an accountant or attorney, to act as a third vote so the tie can be broken, decisions can be made and the business can proceed.


In intimate relationships rarely is there a third party to cast a tie-breaking vote. The third position is the answer that I suggest to help couples peacefully resolve disputes.


Notice, that in any discussion about the merits of a decision, one partner will stake out a position and the other will oppose them. In any conflict of ideas a proposition will attract its opposite.
 The idea that the earth was flat attracted an opposing idea that the world was round. Now, as the twenty-first century begins, intellectuals are talking again about a flat world because of how quickly information travels.
 Conflict is embedded in relationships.

The most primitive form of social conflict is a battle of “I wants.” Let’s call this a level one conflict. It pits what I want against what you want. I want a new car versus I want to use the money for a vacation. And level one conflict is a crass power struggle. The most powerful wins. As I said before, in a relationship the idea that we need to buy a new car is often met with the question: can we afford it? In every disagreement you will notice that you represent an important human value about life, love and relationships.
 What you might not notice is that your partner also represents an equally important value about life, love and relationships. 

Usually in loving relationships we rationalize our wants by appealing to some transcendent social value. The car advocate might say, “we should get a new car because the old one is not safe for the family.” This is an appeal to the value of family safety and security. The vacation advocate might say, “we should take a family vacation because we have been promising this to us and our children for years. It’s been a tough year on all of us. Our family needs some good memories together.” This is an appeal to the value of family quality of life. Let’s call this a level two conflict. 


In a level two conflict there is potential to take the conflict out of the personal and to frame it as a system’s struggle, natural to all systems. Here the parties are playing their roles assigned to them unconsciously by the system. Each party is serving the relationship by advocating for an important value. In a level two contest we cans see that both parties are worthy opponents who deserve respect. What is absent in a level two conflict is creativity to help open what appears to be a deadlock. It is easy to imagine a level two conflict falling back into a level one crass power struggle and another win/lose moment. If these moments continue to pile one on top the other, one partner will tend to be the winner. This creates a dangerous imbalance and sets up the framework for passive aggressive guerilla warfare in the relationship. 


In a scene in Gone with the Wind, Scarlett was arguing with Ashley. She wanted them to run away together. She appealed to the values of truth and love. Ashley refused to go. He appealed to the value of duty. They seemed deadlocked until Ashley nominated a third value, Tara and love of the land. 

Exercise #55:

Watch Gone With the Wind. See if you can find this scene. Do you see how the third position helped them come to a joint decision? And while you are watching imagine what Scarlet and Rhett could learn from you now.


Suddenly the impasse was opened. When three values are used in this way, we have a level three conflict. A level three conflict uses the third position.


A level three conflict has all the elements of a level two conflict. The conflict can be framed inside a system and away from the personal. Instead of being blame and failure oriented, the conflict can be seen as a natural and healthy consequence of being together. What the third level has that the other two levels do not have is a third value. The third value forces both parties to reevaluate their positions in light of an additional third value position. This consideration of three valid value postures creates a third vote. It adds creativity and imagination to problem solving. It validates the other two value positions and at the same time challenges the parties to think beyond their entrenched postures.


Professional mediators often say the key to a win/win solution is to enlarge the pie.
 When the issue is clear and the contest is joined, it seems counter-intuitive to add complexity to the debate. That is exactly what the third position proposes. It is a paradoxical truth that adding an agreed upon third value will reduce chaos and bring order to the discussion.
 The third position breaks up the entrenched postures. It civilizes the debate and creates options neither party ever imagined. 

Visualizing a Third Position Through Geometry

Imagine a line connecting the two opposing points of view. In a level two conflict whatever decision that is reached will represent a point on that line somewhere between the two opposing points. Now imagine a third point above that line. Three points make a triangle and a geometric plane. There exists inside the plane an exponentially greater number of points than the points that are on the line between the two opposing points of view. Any point that we can agree on inside the plane can become a potential plan of action. The third position forces us to expand our options.
 Our creativity can be engaged. We are no longer frozen in place. Every time we develop a third position, it forces us to move out of our one dimensional or two dimensional value system. The conversation is no longer pro vs. con. It is exploring options to find an answer that serves all three values. 

A Third Position Is Not a Compromise or a Synthesis

The third position may be confused with the dialectic of Karl Marx. Some might suggest that the third position is the synthesis or the compromise between two polar opposites. This is not how the originators of the third position think about it. A compromise or a synthesis is a mixture of the two polar positions. The third position allows us to rise above the two positions and find a creative solution that is not a compromise and not a synthesis of two positions but a point above the line, a mixture of three value positions that becomes something much different than a compromise or a synthesis of two values. The deadlocked parties serve a higher value and no one loses or compromises. Both parties are able to do the right thing. Nobody has to lose. Everybody, however, must be creative and respectful to get to a third position solution. 

Neurology of the Third Position

As we all know, when anger or fear become mixed into the discussion, our brains contract. Our neurological threat system is turned on.
 Our brains reduce our options so that we can act quickly and our actions are not held up by deliberation or careful consideration.
 An emergency requires that we act now, not take the time to think a problem through.
 


Both anger and fear cut off the brain’s access to the deliberating, creative, thoughtful part of the brain, the neocortex.
 This part of the brain makes up two-thirds of our gray matter. This part of the brain is often called the human brain. Anger or fear reduces the active part of the brain to only the mammalian brain or the part of our brain that we share with mammals.
 This is about the size of our fist. It is mature by the age of five.


When we are afraid or angry, we think simply, like a child. We use two-category thinking. We see things as good or bad. We see people as enemies or allies, as for us or against us. We think in all or nothing terms. Everything is win/lose. All games appear to be zero-sum games.


This kind of thinking is often what we are stuck in when we are fighting with our mate. It is them or us. We are right and they are wrong. We are good and they are bad.  We are smart and they are stupid. This was where Vic and Barbara were before they found a third position.

The third position forces us to engage our neo-cortex. When we choose a third value to serve, we are now thinking creatively instead of reacting defensively. We have just added two times more gray matter to our problem solving.

Another Third Position Example

Let’s return to the buy-a-new-car or go-on-a-vacation argument. The two opposing values are family safety (remember the car was old and malfunctioning, hence not as safe as a new car would be) and family quality of life (the creation of a collection of family stories, pictures and memories that will become an important record of the love this family has shared.)


Now let’s choose a third value. It can be any value that the partners choose. Let’s choose two far fetched almost irrelevant values to make the point that the third position can be any value. For example, it can be the ecological health of the planet or it can be housing for the homeless.


Assume we choose ecology as the value. The outcome of the discussion might mean that the 365 horsepower Escalade is not the car we buy; instead it is a hybrid minivan. The vacation we take is not to Hawaii; but it is to Blowing Rock, North Carolina, a place where we can drive the whole family in the new car. Less energy will be used. The money saved from the air fare will be used as four car payments. 


But remember we could choose any value and it would work just as well. Assume we choose housing for the homeless. The new car might be a new truck that the family uses to haul lumber and cement for Habitat for Humanity. The vacation becomes a church mission trip to the Mississippi Gulf Coast to rebuild homes destroyed by a hurricane. The family has a new vehicle and good memories for a lifetime.


The third position is not an easy discipline to follow. It requires an understanding and admission that our perspective is limited; that we may strongly believe we are right and yet, still may be wrong. This humility also requires trust in our partners. We have to believe that they will not take advantage of our self-doubt and openness. It requires trust in a process that we only partially control. It assumes a shared belief that a respectful process is more important than getting our way. It requires faith in a transcendent principle and a willingness to serve that principle. With these ingredients we will almost always be surprised by the solution we discover using the third position.


The third position is like magic to a relationship. It is a Harry Potter spell.
 To cast this spell you must bring all the above ingredients with you. When you see it work in your relationship, you may feel like you participated in a miracle. Vic and Barbara were amazed when they found resolution after being so intractably deadlocked. 

The third position is a complex philosophical idea that came from an academic paper by J. R. Newbrough, Ph.D.
 It is also a simple idea of a tie-breaking value. And it is an excellent tool for relationship impasses.

Exercise #56:

Reread the last section. There is a lot here to digest. It encourages respect of your mate, humility in your approach, and considering the role you play in your system (your relationship).

Steps to a Third Position Conversation

There are six steps to third position problem solving. 

Step 1.  Once you conclude that the debate has become entrenched, identify the two values represented by the polarities in the debate. For example, a mother might say, “You are not jumping out of an airplane with my child.” The father might say, “I will not let you take all of the excitement out of my child’s life. I will see that she faces fear and builds her courage.”


The two positions represent value positions that are important in any system. We might label the mother’s value position as “security and safety.” We might label the father’s position as “building courage and a sense of adventure.”


When seen in this way, both parties are serving the family system by representing an important value. Labeling the value positions takes the debate out of the personal and the dramatic and places it into system values. The parties are now taking on important and necessary family roles that someone needs to play for the family system. This step creates the concept of the respected worthy opponent and it ennobles the conversation. It elevates the problem from a personal problem to a system’s problem.

Step 2.  Nominate other values that might become a third position value. This begins the process of collaboration and takes the conversation further away from the entrenched angry threatened frightened positions and moves the emotional tone into imaginative, creative, cooperative problem-solving. This should be a playful, fun, not too serious, imaginative process.

Step 3.  Choose a value together to represent the third position. It can be any value that the two currently opposing parties agree to serve. The choice of a value begins the process of seeing areas of agreement. It creates the possibility in the minds of the opposing parties that more can be added to the discussion. It begins the commitment to opening of the process to new ideas. 

Step 4.  Retreat: Each party withdraws from the conversation and reconsiders their position in light of the new third value position. Their goal is to reconstruct their argument so that they serve their original value as well as the new third value position and perhaps even their opponent’s value, as well.


This new argument creates opportunities for consensus building. 

Step 5.  Present new arguments and proposals. Look for areas of agreement. Be willing to discover new ways of solving problems. Begin building an agreement by finding areas where ideas overlap each other. Use your imagination. Make bold, new, sometimes silly proposals. Be creative. Laugh and enjoy putting the puzzle together.

Step 6.  Build a consensus solution. This is done by taking the overlaps from Step 5 and looking toward a particular solution. One should not expect a solution for any more than the issue at hand. There is no answer for all problems. But there usually is an answer for the next problem we face. Keep adding on newly discovered areas of agreement until you find a direction for the next step. 


The reason we do not want to think and solve problems beyond the next step is because when we take that next step, we see things and circumstances that we never imagined before. These new circumstances may open doors that make further agreements easy or they may present more difficult challenges. 


If there are more difficult challenges simply repeat the third position’s six steps for each of those. 

Applying the Third Position Inside the Relationship

Marietta and I were having our traditional Thanksgiving weekend discussion about Christmas gifts. Marietta came armed with the usual catalogues, Jackson and Perkins, Plow and Hearth and a couple more that I can’t remember.


“David, take a look through this one and see if you can find anything that looks like Ellen,” and she threw me the Jackson and Perkins catalogue. 


“I don’t want to give gifts this Christmas,” I replied. “Times are hard for lots of people and I think its vulgar to give gifts when we are broke and people all over the world are going hungry.”


“Scrooge,” she said. “We have friends, good friends and I want to be sure they know we value their friendship. We have done this for more than twenty years. They expect something from us. If we don’t send them a Christmas gift, they will think we have written them off as friends. We can afford it.”


“Maybe we can now,” I replied, “but who knows about the future. We should cut back. Buying Christmas presents now just doesn’t seem right somehow. This recession is a signal that we should live more simply, be better stewards of our resources…”


“And turn off the light, I know” Marietta said. “We have the new fluorescent bulbs all over the house now. We have the heat down to 65° most of the time. I drive a motor scooter.”


“Sometimes when the weather’s perfect you ride your scooter but many cars get better mileage than that thing,” I answered.


“David you can’t be serious,” Marietta said. “We are going to give our friends Christmas presents.”


“I am serious.”

So here we have a relationship impasse.

“Well let’s use that third position thinking you are always talking about,” Marietta said. “I don’t see how its going to work here.”

“Okay,” I said. “You are my worthy opponent. You are promoting our connection to our social network and our extended family. You are the anti-scrooge. You represent thoughtfulness, generosity and kindness.”

“I like that,” Marietta said. “I suppose that is step one.”

“Yes, sort of,” I said. “In the first step the impasse is called an impasse. You did that. That’s what got us started. Then I suggested we were having a normal family systems argument.”

“No you didn’t,” Marietta said. “All you said was that I was your worthy opponent and that I represented the value of tending to our friendships and family.”

“Well we are only half way through the first step,” I answered. “Now I have declared that this is a system’s problem and not a personal problem and you have agreed.”

“I haven’t agreed,” Marietta said. “You keep making these assumptions.”

“Well do you agree?” I asked.

“Yes, now what.”

“I am your worthy opponent,” I said.

“Another assumption. Why should I acknowledge you as worthy?”

“Because I represent the value of financial security and simple living and these are worthy values.”

“So you say,” Marietta said.

“They aren’t?” I asked.

“Yes I guess they are. So you are my worthy opponent. And we each represent important values that need representing.”

“That’s step one.”

“That’s an awful lot for one step,” Marietta said.

“These are my steps. I make them up, so that’s my first step.”

“Okay, okay that’ the first step. What’s the second step?” Marietta asked.

“We have to nominate values for the third position.” I answered.

“World peace,” Marietta said.

“Well it can be anything. World Peace is fine,” I said.

“Greco’s happiness,” Marietta announced. (Greco is our dog).

“Our sex life,” I interjected.

“You’ll need a whole bottle of Viagra to help that out.”

“Art,” Marietta said. “We should serve art.”

“Art?” I asked.

“Yes, art. Whatever we do it should be artful.”

“Even if we do nothing,” I answered.

“We could bake cookies. The cookies could be our own artful creation.”

“We are looking for a third value, not solving the problem. That comes much later. Art is okay with me. That can be our third position. So on to the next step.”

“Which one is that?”

“Well step two was nominating a third value. Step three is choosing a third value. We are on to step four, Retreat, consider your arguments in light of our third position. I’m ready. Are you? I think we should buy no gifts. That is artful. Maybe write a note.”

“We could go look for presents in an art gallery,” Marietta said.

“I think we should use our own art,” I replied. “Marietta, you paint. Maybe you could make paintings for our friends.”

“I can do cookies but I would never force one of my paintings on our friends. You have been taking pictures. Maybe you can give photos to our friends.”

“No, but I could put them on a calendar,” I said. “That wouldn’t cost much.”

“That’s a great idea,” Marietta said. “That’s a great idea. I like that.”

“Okay it’s settled,” I said.

And that is what we did.

When A Bad Idea Is a Good One: Bringing Something New to the Table

Celia and Dan were seeing me. They had been separated. Dan lived in the house and Celia lived with her parents for now. They were contemplating getting back together. Their relationship was improving but still tenuous.


“I think part of the problem is my job,” Celia said. “I don’t do anything half-way. And my job takes eighty hours a week. I thought I wanted this career. But I find myself longing to be at home in the kitchen, in my garden and volunteering when I have time. I want to go for a walk with you, Dan, when you come home in the evening instead of working on my computer alone in my study.”


“Well quit,” Dan said. “I sure wish you would. I make plenty of money. We don’t need for you to work.”


“What about the debt?” Celia said. “Our mortgage is an enormous amount. We have no retirement. I can’t quit until we get the mortgage paid. That was our agreement.”


“But our marriage is more important than all that,” Dan said.


“Why don’t you sell the house?” I suggested.


“No,” Dan said. 


“No,” Celia repeated together with Dan.


“You don’t know what we went through for this house,” Dan said.


“We had to fire the contractor,” Celia said. “It took months of us living in a trailer, attorneys, lawsuits, architects, change orders and money, lots of it. This is our dream house.”


“We aren’t going to sell it,” Dan said. “Not unless we get a divorce. Selling it is a dumb idea.”


I took a position about what they should do. The moment I did Celia and Dan found a united front against me. They had a shared vision and they had the determination and commitment to pursue this vision together.


Here the third position acted like an unwanted intruder. It had the same effect that a country at war has on its citizens. War unites them.


A third position can have an opinion. In fact, an opinion coming from the third position brings new energy to what usually is a stale predictable, entrenched debate. A third position should be neutral but not neuter.


Taking a position, advocating a third value, bringing new information, these are the things that a good therapist serving the third position should do. 


Imagine a string, gripped at each end by the thumb finger of each hand, being pulled until it is taught. Now imagine another set of an opposing thumb and finger picking up the string in the middle and pulling up. If this third hand pulling from the middle is stronger than the opposing hands or if the opposing hands defer to its strength, what happens as the third hand lifts the string? Yes, the two opposing hands come together. They may come together in opposition to the third position as they did in Celia and Dan’s story. Or they may come together out of respect for the third position. People who take the role of the third position must remember that they have no stake. They should be happy to be outvoted. They should be glad to be wrong. With Dan and Celia I was clearly intruding into a place that was none of my business. Telling me this brought them together. I was glad to be told just that.

Exercise #57: 

Use the third position in a mock power struggle. Think about an impasse of a couple friend or of a couple you saw in the movie. Each of you take a part. Then go to the six steps of the third position and use them in your pretend argument. Do this at least 5 times.

Three Values to Consider

Some of us may have trouble identifying values. In any relationship or any system there are always at least three specific values. Bob Newbrough used the terms liberty, equality and fraternity to label them. For our purposes we will use the terms “I,” “We,” and “They.”


In every relationship “I,” “Me” and “My interests” are a value. Others may use liberty or independence or freedom or autonomy to represent this value, but we all know “I” and what “I” wants influences the relationship. 


Then there is “We” and the joining of two “I’s” into a “We” or an “Us.” The words fraternity, community and collective are used to represent the force of conforming for the good of the whole or the relationship or the community or the “us.”


The third value that is always at play is a relationship’s social context. We use the word “They” to represent this powerful influence. We tend to measure ourselves and our relationships by the norms and values of others.  Perhaps it is your neighbor or the Joneses. Some use the terms social status, equality or justice to represent this idea. Most of us have an unconscious scorecard that we use to measure ourselves and our relationships against. Our clothes, our body types, our cars, our houses, our memberships, our income, our education are some of the frames we use to compare ourselves to others. This force is always at play in partnerships, friendships, businesses, churches and communities. This “They” force can be seen most easily in sibling rivalry where parents hear the appeal to this value in these words from one of their children: “But that’s not fair.”


I hope those readers who cannot identify with these innate urges will allow them to stand in as metaphors.


In a community and in a relationship, when each of these values is considered and represented, a community is in balance. Solutions that come from a mixture of these three values or forces are satisfying, effective, creative solutions. These three positions: the self (dominance gene) the relationship (affiliation gene) and the abstract sense of fairness or equality (the status gene), are a natural part of the human condition. I believe that we all have aspects of these values planted deep within our genetic code. No wonder they move relationships and communities. 


If you are searching for values represented in conflicts, begin with these three. If you are searching for just one value to represent a third position, consider one of these.
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