The Disillusionment Stage

So, you’re wondering if you choose the wrong partner. Now what?

By: Ibis Schlesinger

You wake up one morning and realize enough is enough.  Reasoning, shouting, crying, begging, demanding or even the month long silent treatment has failed.

When couples get to this point in their relationship they confront serious challenges and choices.  The Disillusionment Stage is not a fun stage to be in.  It is often chaotic, painful and confusing but offers the opportunity to mature, grow, and take control of your life and your future.  At this crucial crossroad people make important decisions about how they want to be as individuals and as couples.
There are basically four options most couples choose from.

1. Stay, give up and give in

2. Disengage psychologically from the relationship and put energy somewhere else

3. Get out of the relationship

4. Stay and bring new life into the relationship

Stay, give up and give in
You thought hard about what to do and decided that staying with your current partner was the best option.  You might or might not love this person anymore but this is your home and this is where you’re staying.  You want the children to grow up with both parents, or financially it’s the smart thing to do, or you might have other important reasons for staying.   

To cope with a situation that is less than ideal some people become numb to their painful reality or might not even want to think about it.  As a defense mechanism, they pretend everything is okay when in fact it is not and everyone else knows it except them.  

A way of giving in is to not notice he comes home after 10 pm smelling of alcohol or another woman’s perfume.  Or to not notice she spanks the kids frequently and leaves them unsupervised for hours.  

Becoming a “yes” person is another way to give up.  Your partner acts as if she/he knows it all and you know nothing.  Everything your partner says or wants is a command.  You even change the way you dress, walk, talk, and eat just to please him/her.    

You started going along with your partner’s requests with the belief that you would win him/her over.  But over time you became someone else --someone you can’t even recognize anymore.  The harder you tried to gain your partners approval, the more you lost a sense of who you are.  And now, your partner doesn’t even respect you.  But still you keep hoping that one day things will get better, hoping your partner will notice you really are a good person, and that he/she will change and become more loving and considerate.  You might not be ready today, but you must wake up and realize that it’s not going to happen.
Stay and put energy somewhere else
You stay in the relationship but are aware it’s not working.  To cope with your frustration and pain, you disengage psychologically.  You may pretend you’re a happy couple but you know that your days of smelling the roses and walking romantically on a beach on a warm summer night are a thing of the past.

You go about your daily business sharing the house, the chores, and even the bed with a partner that has become a stranger.  But it’s difficult to go on living with deep feelings of disillusionment, loneliness and frustration.  

To fill the void in your heart, you pack your time with activities.  You might work extra hours, or immerse yourself with the children, play tennis or golf, or become a perpetual volunteer at your church.  You do anything to keep your mind off your relationship.  

Affairs are more likely to happen at this stage of the relationship than at any other stage. Either out of desire to escape from a bad relationship, boredom, need for excitement, to punish the partner, or a need for love and attention.  In approximately 60-80% of all marriages at least one partner will have an affair at this stage.  You might be sending signals that attract the opposite sex.  Or you might find yourself vulnerable to another person’s compliments.  Either way, you might find it easy to justify your infidelity. 
Be aware that if, at this point, you decide to end your relationship without carefully examining what went wrong, and you decide to commit to a new partner without healing you will make the same mistakes and repeat the negative cycle over again.  
Get out of the relationship
You have tried everything and nothing worked. You even put up with situations you never thought you would.  Your world is far from what you imagined it would be.  You realize that the two of you have grown in different directions and the only things you share in common are the kids and the bills.  The sensible path to take is to say good bye.  It’s no longer worth the battle to stay together – you’ve had it and it’s over!   
You ask yourself, how could a smart person like me have gotten into such a terribly wrong situation?  How could I have been so blind as to fall in love with that person?  

It would be ideal if you both shook hands, thanked each other for the lessons learned, and moved on with your lives.  But unfortunately, more often than not, love ends in a sour note, with hearts broken and dreams shattered.  Now the children are crying, angry, getting in trouble at school, and you’re walking around with a broken heart, gnashing your teeth, confused, and possibly either blaming yourself or blaming your partner for what went wrong.  And you’re left with needing to pick up the pieces.
Your body knows that your soul and heart are in dire pain so it gears up for the winter of love.  All the hours and time spent together, fighting or not, are now empty spaces in your life.  It’s normal to experience withdrawal symptoms more severe than if you had abruptly given up coffee or quit smoking cold turkey.

The most absurd things make you cry.  Watching couples in love is agonizing.  You find it difficult to concentrate on work or read a novel.  You might even castigate yourself by buying a large bag of potato chips, Oreo cookies, or a gallon of ice cream and eat it while weeping over a silly romantic movie.  Or you might tip your balance of drinking alcohol, exceed your limit, and make a fool out of yourself at a company party or family outing.  Some others, the minority, might even spend every possible waking hour at the gym.  Their idea is to work longer and harder until their bodies are too tired to let them think about the situation.

It’s normal to feel sick with pain for a while, especially as you compensate for the lost love and have to live with feelings of hopelessness and failure.  It’s normal to feel disenchantment, disappointment, discouragement and even blame yourself.  It helps to go into your private space and analyze where you went wrong –it’s a way of protecting yourself.  It might take some time to heal and get back on your feet and into your life.  
You need to watch if the feelings of depression go on for too long.  If you find you aren’t bouncing back into life, you need to seek professional help.
In some cases, you might be relieved to be out of a bad, abusive, or destructive relationship. If this is your case, congratulate yourself for the courage it took to end it.  Give yourself time to heal and seek professional help if you can -it is your security blanket from making another wrong choice in the future.  But don’t give up on love.  There are a lot of good people out there -- just don’t rush into someone else’s arm.
Stay and bring new life into the relationship

The Disillusionment Stage is a good time to take an honest look at yourself and ask hard questions about yourself and your life.  It is a good time to examine what went wrong in your relationship and to reflect on what you both need to make it better.  

Sometimes it becomes necessary to get to a point of disappointment to break out of old ways of doing things.  You might discover you still love your partner and want to make it work. But you’re realistic about the possibilities and limitations of your relationship and understand that you have to give up some dreams; fantasy land is a thing of the past.  You know that there needs to be some big changes for that to happen.  

Long lasting partners recognize being in a committed relationship is not easy.  Even good relationships will have bumps along the way.  The first step is to accept your partner for who she/he is and acknowledge that you cannot change your partner to fit your dreams.  It needs to be your partner’s decision to change. You can only work on yourself.  

This is the time to recognize that you and your partner are evolving on a journey toward wholeness and independence and away from looking to your partner to satisfy all your needs.  No one person will ever be able to satisfy every one of your needs for love, excitement, support, direction, adoration, or whatever else you hunger for in life.  
If you have the desire for a new life together, you need to create opportunities for heart-to-heart talks about your future.  It is your responsibility to discover ways to make life meaningful and create your own happiness –only then can you transform your relationship for the better. 
The Transformation Stage will be the focus in the series on relationships.  
If you have any questions please write me at Ibis@IbisSchlesinger.com 
I will respond to your question in the next issue of La Voz.
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