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The Question of In-Lawa 

Trouble with in-laws ranks high in all eat1mates of re­

cognized reasons for marital difficulty. one loves his mate; 

1 t does not foll ow7 that he loves his in-laws. Two persona 

bound togethez• can compose their differences if they love each 

other, but the case of i n-law relationships 1s often one of 

being bound together without love on either side. However, 

love 1'or in-l a\-=-s can be learned and some important oonaidera­

tlons are i n i ta favor. r,1·1rst, one •a mate loves them all and 

they are a part or his or her lire. Secondly, they are likely 

to have many !'esemblances a11d traits in common with the loved 

one. Thirdl y~ t hey sre sur~ to represent cC1D1Don intereata and 

ties. Beyond these factors there is also great value in having 
8 ne\Y se\i of rel atives adding to the number of those to whaa. 

one 1a allied und increasing one•a circle or persona from wbom 

good will, solicitude and a cooperative spirit are to be ex­

pected. 'l'he dif! 'iculties are minor and incidental aa oanpared 

•1th the advantages of having in-laws. 

Trouble with in-laws is likely to arise mainly rrom other 

taators whioh do not belong primarily to the in•law a1tuat1on. 

Dominance of parents who forget that a son 02' daughter is 

grown up is a natural error. Yet it ia a ve7:7 exaaperating one. 

Otten parents approach tb,e marriage ot a aon or daughter •1th 

a frantic :reeling beneath the surface that they a re losing 

th1a person. Inevitably it takes a big hole out ot the atru.cture 

or their 11 ving to have a son or daughter leave them and henoe-
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toPth belong P'-"imarily to someone else. So almost inevitably 

sane parents resent the new person who seems to diaplaoe them. 

The counselor may well caution a young man or women to 

be patient with the parents of' his companion, as they, on 

their part, ~nust be patient too. Parents need eleo to make 

an ettort t o grow up into their new situation or not having 

lost a son or daughter but gained another. Otten the minister 

can help them. For one thing he can promotes philosophJ' of 

adjustment 0:.1.d epp?•ec1at1on between 1n-lawa. When a f'emily, 

unconsciously reeling that a member is being drawn away, seems 
-

to be trying t o drav, him back, the s ·trategy or adjustment 1a 

not for tha ia.arried ri1ate to resist his in-laws in this process 

but rathez.• t o enter into it and allow himself', with the other., 

to be kept 1n this circle of warmth and interest. Concerning 

this problem, Dr. Duvall says: 

Parents who have been wise in bringing up their children 
to make their own decisions do not have to rely upon 
their grown children for their own satiataotions. They 
know enough to keep out of their ohildren•s marriage 
adjustments, and ·hhey are the kind of people whose 
children are mature enough to avoid over-dependency 
even when living nearby. So the question is not so muoh 
one of physical distance as it 1a of emotional maturity. 
Building a marriage is no child's play. It requires the 
attention of two mature people• 'l'he more grown-'IAP the 
husband and wife are, the less danger they run from ~e 
intrusion of their in-laws, because they themselves have 
the competence and the courage to live their own 11vea. 
Similarly, in-laws who have interests outside their 
ohlldren can enjoy the companionship of' their P'9WD 
ch1ldren•a families without becoming medcllesome.7 

7E. M. Duvall, Building Your Marriage (Bew Yorks Public 
Affairs Committee, 1946), P• Io:!8. 
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Problems Arising from Different Cultural Patterns 

Sometimes a di.1'f erenoe in training, the s1gn1.f1cance or 
•hioh has not been uh olly understood by a husband and wife. 

•111 make all thei r adjus tments mora difficult. The points 

ot view, the bahavio~ patterns, the conception of their reapeo­

t1ve roles, t he ways of thinking about people and about 11.re· 

are f aeto~a i n which differences in training deepl7 arreot the 

relationships or a mer1 end woman. Contliots in thinking and 

feeling a bout r r edom or authority, about discipline, about 

earning and s evi ng, or wide differences on the great questions 

or natlonal or wor l d politics may aggravate the ditticultiea 

or husband e11d \1i:f'e in understanding each other. Di:f'ferenoes 

ot religious oonv1ct1on are also extrem~ly ael'ioua here. 

Sooiolog!sts s ay that studies of the faotcrawhiob add to 

or subtract fro:n. s successful marriage reveal that a common 

cultural cokgi"ound is one of the most important considerations. 

The studies testify also that the one element in this back• 

ground which 1s hardes t to uproot 1s religion. '!'bat is why 

marriage counselors. both religious and secular, are raising 

~•ming signals against "mixed" marriages. The evidence la 

strongly- against t heir success. One a1gnif1aant result of 

•mixed" marriages is that one or both parties., instead ot 

adhering to the church or their childhood, became indifferent 

to all religion. This 1nd1tterenoe 1s reflected in the failure 

to give children any, not to aay adequate, religious instruction. 
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Furthermore, e ven 1n those oaees where husband and w1te remain 

faithful. t o their respective ohurohea, there 1a the danger or 

family discord when some of the obildren are reared in one 

talth and some i n the other. Thus not one generation, but 
18Yeral, au.ff'er opir1tually trom "mixed" marriages. Studiea 

reveal hl1at couples having ohuroh oonneotiona have more stable 

marriages than those who have none. 8 

Probl ems Aris ing out of the Make-Up and the 
Personalities of Individuals 

Every i ndividual is a product of hie heredltal"J' nature, 
and the way in which environmental a.onditioning and 
lite his tory have worked on thia original make~up. 
People take themselves into their marriages. On oooaa1on, 
Mr. Radical is married to Misa Conservative, Mr. Cautious 
to Miss Plunger, Mr. Pinob-Penny to Klas Spend-Baa7, Mr. 
Modest t o r.uss Tell-the-World, Mr. Sta7-at-hcme to ll1aa 
Let•s go, Mr. Cooperative to Miss Bossemall. 'l'heae are 
rule-of-thumb characterizations, yet they tit •&nl' people 
who come to us tor counsel. Awareness of auoh taota 
help us to understand the altuatlons whioh are presented 
to us. The temperamental reaot1on to llfe, which la a 
part ot the make-up or man or wanan must be given lta 
full weight. Problems look d1fterent and are different; 
answers aeem different and are different to peraona ot 
auah widely different temperamental reaotlona.~ 

Wide differences do not in tbemaelves 1nd1oate that either 

one la inferior or unwholesome. Umrholescaeneaa, or indica­

tion or emotional sickneaa, enters when a person holda to h1a 

own type or reaction in an extreme way and 1a unable to recognize 

value in a different type of approaah. Mental health like 

8 Ibid.• P• 2,5-26. 

9wood, .s.e,. s.ll• • P• 36. 
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Physical ie a matter of degree. It ia not a question ot all 

or nothing. People who are mentally and emotionally healthy 

have their problems and they approach them in different wa7a. 

Thia is one or t he interesting features in working with people. 

One ls not abnor mal because he is different. It is normal that 

he should be different. 

When it comes to such deep ditterencea aa those between 

extroverted and introverted persons, the relationships of 

_marriage ore sure to have their comp,11cationa. And if we 

expect the oxtI"overt and the introvert to have their problems 

it may be even mor e difficult for two extroverts to get along 

•1th each ot her. While few persons are extremely extroverted 

w introverted, these dif t"erencea do exist in aigniticant 

measure. Any marriecl peroon who tends t~ard one ot the 

extremes and whose spouse tends toward the other ahould be 

helped to r ealize that along with the splendid reaourcea tor 

sharing and supplementing involved in their differences, there 

la also absolute necessity tor taking account of the fact that 

they do not and cannot react in the same wa7. TheJ must there• 

tore live bJ s omething like a philosophy ot mutual superiority, 

eaoh recognizing that the point of view and life reaction of 

the other has certain advantages and that in •DJ' particular 

lnatanae it needs to be asked whether the reaction or the other 

does not prcnise more ror the solution ot the matter at hand 

than doaa one•s own. And, in ettect, theJ muat ccmbine the 

beat resources of both in their marriage partnership. 
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Different temperaments involve dltterent types of mooda 

and differing dogrees of warmth and adjustabllit7. One spouse 

may have a mood swing which ls narrow, seldom departing from 
8 settled type of reaction, while the other has a mood awing 
10 Wide that he alterna tes between cheerfulness and atteotlon 

on the one h and and despondency or seeming oolcmeaa on the 

other. Such a person will often need to be interpreted to 

his partner 1n marriage. The total persona11t7 must be set 

over against any particular moment in the swing ot moodaJ 

and the individual, who, lf taken at the extreme or h1a dlf­

f1ault period would be hard to live with, must be taken 1n 

terms or his total score including the times when he la lovable, 

conaidero:t a and intere~ting. 

In aouns al1ng the minister must also make ollowanoe 
tor the r i gidity and flexibility patterns of persona. 
Is this particular person rigid in his reactions, with 
only s slight range or adjustab1lit7, or la he on the 
other hand sJcilled and flexible in give and takef Orj 
yet again, 1c he docile, unable to take muoh initiative 
but able to follow the leadership or another? The amount 
of initiative we can expect f3pends upon the kind or 
persons we are dealing with. 

Problems Related to a Degree ot Maturity or Immatur1t7 

Marriage calls tor maturity. Persons who rullh into it 

hastily are likely to find many d1tt"1aul t problem■ of whiah 

they had not been aware. It; la true that ahronologioal age 

1■ not a dependable inde~ or maturity. At ADJ' age emotional 

10 8 Ibid. 1 P• 3 • 
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immaturity n1ay- aho,, up. Some of the bitter things that people 
181 to each othe~ 1n u..~controlled outbursts or temper can be 

put down as due to emotional im.-natur1ty. Failure to take due 

reapons1b111ty for one •s part in the homemaking venture also 
1181 be due t o delay in t he g~ow1ng up prooeas. Diffioulties 

which a man and woman have along these lines need not be re­

garded as final if the persons are willing and able to grow. 

Inoldentally we must neve1• allow our maturity to beo011e too 

grave. There 1s a l ways s omething appealing ln a degree of 

JouthtuJ.ness . I f . some mon, however, in his immaturity baa not 

adjusted himself· to the seriousness ot stead1' work; 1t a woman 

has a nos talgi a .for the easier and more p~otected status ot 

girlhood; 1£ ei thar ma11 or woman is obsessed with his or her 

attractiveneso to the other sex in general, end not sutt1aiently 

dedicated t o the building of' a splendid ~rriage relationship 

with the chosen one, thes.e immaturities must be recognized and 

the person must be counseled and helped to outgrow them. Some­

times emotional 1mmatur!ty takes the form ot seeking alibis 

tor things t hat go wrong as well as rejecting reapona1b111t7 

tor keeping thinss going right. 

A form or emotional 1mmaturit7 often met 1n marital dif­

fioultiea is one in which a person baa been in love with an 

image or "ideal" of the other sex. 'l'emporar11J' he hall iden­

tified the chosen person with that love image. After marriage 

ha has found many discrepancies between the image and the 

Person. This problem belongs more or leas to lll8DJ ■arriagea. 
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'l'he greatest danger ls with those who hold fast to the image 

and become more and more alienated rrom the person. The7 are 

" married" t o an inu~ginary person and are moving toward a break 

with the real one. 'l1he counselor needs to help them make the 

transition f~om the dream person to the real individual else 

the dream will mislead them into permanent disappointment and 

trustra t1 on. 

The c ounsel or can let such persona know that to have a 

dream image of the ideal person of the other sex is a natural 

part ot Jouthi'ul developing, but that danger enters in if one 

tries to make the real person fit the dream image and becomes 

blind to the good p oints ot the real person. One muat be married 

to a person . I t 1s pel":!.lous to try to be married to a dream. 

Some person3 nover learn this and their lives are a wistful 

aearch t o find a person woo will fit their dream rather than 

to make their dream an aid to the appreciation of a real person. 

Landis says concerning this: 

One of the most important criteria of emotional maturity 
is objoct1vity, the ability to get outside ourselves and 
see ourselves and our Interests reali1ticall7, to view 
circumstances as tbey are without our subjective coloring 
or them. Small children view most or the circumstances 
or their lives subjectively. They are salt-cantered. 
But with increased maturity comes tbe ability to see 
things in their proper relationships, the aoility to 
stand aside, as it were, and judge events more impartially. 
The extent to which we are able to do this la a measure 
ot our objectivity. Without objectivity an 1nd1v1d.ua1 
will have distorted ideas ot himself and hla needs and 
"rights. " He will constantly misjudge others and fail 
to evaluate bis o,m motives. Few people can be completely 
objective, but it ia an attribute worth aultivating.11 

11 J. T. and Mary Landis, Buildlnf a Suoceaaful Marriage 
(lew York: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1950 ,-P• llS. 
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Problems Arising from Ambivalence or EJDot1on 

Ambivalence or emotion means that one•s reeling may 

alte")Ste between love and hatred with samething of a pendulum-

11ku quality. No two persona perf'eotly adapt, or adjust to., 

each other. Even toward a person who is loved sinoerely there 

may be ocaasional reactions of antagonism. At some points even 

the best adjusted thwart and frustrate each other. Scme persona. 

•hen tho first reaction of antagonism comes to the aurtaoe af'ter 

w~eke or months of happy marriage, are panic stricken. 'l'hey 

think that their feelings have changed disastrously. They ahould 

realize that a touch of ambivalence is showing up 1n their mar­

riage and that this does not imply &DJ permanent ohange. 

In some marriages the unity ls ao splendid aa to be. fairly 

or canpletely free from reactions or antagonism. Theae are not 

likely to come to the counselo.r. They are marriages in which 

the two partners, especially 11' they are faithful Christiana., 

recognize the differences or temperament and make-up and reaolve 

thom with Christian love and understanding. In others love and 

antagonism both exist. Thia aspect of experience is illustrated 

· in the sort or union in which the two cannot get along together 

and yet cannot get along without eaoh other. These are people 

who are likely to need a counselor to interpret their situation 

to them. To such persons it should be pointed out that b7 

taking hold ot their own lives they oan create a pattern or 
living together which will build up their love reaot1ona into 
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•more substantial part ot their exp~rienoe. At the same time 

bJ better understanding and by caution about treading on eaoh 

other•s toes they can reduce their antagoniama to more manage­

able proportions. They should study ever, means or bringing 

aat1staotions and pleasures to eaoh other. and should learn 

also to avoid the danger points in each othar•s personalities, 

Even it their love and hate reactions are both strong they can 

build up the love expe-r1encea toward a more perteot score by 

resourceful de~elopment or the pleasing elements ln 'their 

fellowship and careful avnidanoe or things which rruatrate or 

enrage each other. Thus the love reaotiona will grow and the 

hate reactions will reoede. A good rule for &'ff1' one who wants 

to be loved is to be lovable. In aucb a atatement the word 

love is uaed in on incl~sive senae. Love ia not merely an 

emotion; it 1s an attitude and type ot behavior. Acting more 

loving is one step toward becoming more loving. It oert•lnl7 

1a only a halt truth to say that a person bas no control over 

hla emotions. The other halt ot the tru.1;!11a that many de­

alrable emotional outcomes oan be cultivated ln behavior. Other­

•lae c.ourtsh1p would be meaningleas. .Experience ahowa that 

ll8l1y splendid marriages have enough potentialltiea ot antaganlam 

to wreak them and many marriages whloh tor a time are burdened 

bJ too much hatred can be aided to release the lntrinaio poten­

t1a11t1ea of love. 

Too much aelt-love 1a .one of the greatest handicap■ to 

IIBl'l'iage. The person who la immatlll"e 1n thl• regard aona1dera 
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all events and circumstances from the point of view or how they 

• t reat him, while the person who la socially and ethically more 

mature thinks in terms o~ the pleasure and good ot others. Love 

nomally helps people to grow toward a greater ethical maturity. 

Lo-ye and sel!'islu1ess are inoongruoua, yet a person may have an 

intense emotional love along with a difficult aelt-oenteredness. 

In such a ca se he 13 11kelY' to try to make the other an adjunct 

or his own peroonal1ty. When the other objects to suoh a role 

he 1a likely- t o ba hurt and puzzled. The oure tor too muoh 

self-love i s not blame and criticism but to give the person 

enough patient and resourceful love to bring to lite whatever 

kernel and s eed o~ larger growth he may possess. \'lhat love he 

has is the na tural starting point. Merely to call him self:ish 

is, et bes t, classi~ication, and at worst it ls a way ot hard­

ening and discouraging him. It cannot be a cure although :with 

some it might serve as a warning. 

To raise witll a person the question whether he is not too 

much 1n love with himself and to show him that 1t this 1a ·true. 

1t will be hard tor him to give a tully aat1staoto:ry love to 

8DJODe else, and it will at least olar1f7 the situation ror 

him. Much better, however, ls to help the spouse ot such a 

person to continue to give him a love that la mature and un­

aeltiah and which at the aame time does not oater to him in 

■uah a way as to confirm his aeltla.lmeaa. 'l'o guide the im­

mature person in a ser1ea ot ezper1enaea in doing and thinking 

tor others. as rapidly as he can move out 1D that dlraotion. 



llt-
la one or the beat means of giving him the "reel" ot shared 

living and br inging him to a more mature development.12 

Problems Arising fram Negative 
Emotiona l 1. ttitudes or Persona 

In t he o:viginal malr:e-up or all persons are capacities 

for t wo oppoaite t ypec of emotional organization of person­

ality. We may des cribe emotional attitudes as positive or 

negative. Positi ve emotional attitudes are love and trust. 

From thes e comes a t hi r d which is joy. Negative emotional 

attitudes are fear and anger. From these bitterness ar1aea. 

Every person has s ~~e sort ot canb1nat1on or all these 

emotions. Preponder ance of some and lesser development of 

others may be ?·el a ted in some degree to organic structure and 

glandular f unct ioning but it is also 1n large part an outcome 

or the exper iences through which the individual has come. 

Soone:z,, or l a t er 1.r his experiences have been hard and frustrat­

ing he i s likel:, to have developed more or fear and antagoni~m. 

It he has been loved• undorstood and well oared tor he has had 

a better chance to devolop love and trust. It is thererore 

important when people have muoh of tear. antagonism or mean­

ness in them to ask what haa made them that way. The next 

question 1s. "How aan more oonatruot1ve raotora be brought 

into their 11 vee?" Aa a person 1a in large measure a product 

or what lire has done to him in his early years so alao he 
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continues to be shaped somewhat by the exper1enoea which he 

has. And in maturity- he ha·s a part 1n .making .bls experiences 

what they are t o beaane. Consequently he has respona1b111ty 

tor taking a hand i n directing h1a own turther development. 

Thie 1s no simple matter, but it is at least one which the 

counselor c an help him to understand. im interpretation o~ 

personallties ln t e rms of dU'ferenoea in emotional organization 

or Which we are noVI speaking oan give· the counselor a clue to 

the better U&"'ldersta::iding or many problema.1.3 

We recognize, tnare£ore, the positive type of personality 

with 1ts emotional organization largely in terms or love and 

t~uet, and the nesativ~ type existing and functioning charac-

t er 1 st!call:, i.n terius or antipathies and fears. These tactora 

opercte not only on the observable levels or behavior but also 

at deeper l evels. Beaty analyses are tneretore to be avoided. 

It 1a commonly true that peI"aons of the first type who have 

love and tru,st h ave also happiness and joy. Moreover they tend 

to bring out love and trust tn those around them, thus to help 

other persons to create happiness and joy. However. one who 

is usually loving and trustful may on occasion have an outburst 

ot anger or an element or distrust. Bvery poraon has the 

continuing problem ot using the creative emotional factors 

of love and trust for tbe building up -of life and keeping the 

llR. E. Baber, Marrier and the PamllJ (Rew York: 
Hill Book co.• 195.3), P• 1 b•lW• -

McGraw-


