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1. Introduction
On 25th January 2010, I wrote a post to my Happiness Blog (at http://www.abc-counselling.com/id143.html) on the subject of fairness and justice in Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) and the contrast with how those subjects are dealt with in Cognitive Emotive Narrative Therapy (CENT).

That post generated some public interest, and I received about a dozen responses, through various channels, to my declared position on fairness, justice and morality.  Most responses indicated that the writer agreed with me that we need to defend the concept of fairness when dealing with counselling and therapy clients.  One or two indicated that they thought fairness was a subjective notion, and difficult to measure.  And one raised some interesting questions about how to find, define, and/or develop objective criteria for discussing fairness with married couples who squabble about unfairness in couples’ therapy.
2. The happiness blog post on fairness and justice 

We humans cannot be truly happy unless we learn how to think about our lives; and to live our lives as thoughtful people.  ‘The unexamined life is not worth living", as Plato said.
Thinking is a process of asking and answering questions; of posing and solving problems.  One of the unavoidable problems for humans is that we must each learn what to think - social rules and moral codes - before we ever get a chance to learn how to think.  Some people seem to be able to shed those social rules and moral codes and to become quite immoral, and they also seem not to think.  They operate at the level of appetite led animals:  Greedy, angry and aggressive.  And those kinds of individuals are a big problem for society, and corrosive of social cohesion and, ultimately, the survival of social groups.
I was raised as a moral person - a ‘good Catholic' - and that moral education has largely stayed with me throughout my sixty-odd years of life.  Over the decades I have migrated from Catholicism, via Marxism, to Buddhism.  When I was 22 years old, I became a Marxist revolutionary for the very simple moral reason that it is not okay for governments to promote inequality between citizens, as governments, morally and logically, should represent the interests of all social classes and groups, and not just the rich and greedy.  We are all born equal and deserve equal treatment; but inequalities have crept into our social groupings, over a period of centuries, and produced very different, stratified social classes.  While Marx thought that his philosophy was not moral, but rather historical/ evolutionary/ materialism, I was always motivated by the importance of the moral principle of fairness.
When I got involved in studying Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT), from 1992 onwards, I was enrolled into a whole new set of beliefs, which, broadly, I found liberating.  For example, I learned to eliminate inappropriate and oppressive ‘shoulds' about practical matters.
However, for a good number of years, I failed to notice that REBT was strongly (if implicitly) advocating that people ignore social norms regarding moral judgements.  For example, Dr Ellis's repeated references to the claim that "Hitler was not a bad man!"  And "Why must life be fair when it's obviously unfair?"  These seemed to be 'harmless therapeutic tools', but the time would come when they would be applied socially as guides to action or non-action.  I was finally awoken to this danger by the way in which Dr Ellis was treated in the final years of his life by some of his former colleagues.  
In the final years of Albert Ellis's life, certain things were said about him, and certain things were done towards him, which we, the ‘Friends of Ellis' and the ‘Justice for Albert Ellis Campaign', wished to oppose.  However, we were unable to develop a ‘moral discourse' on the ‘unfairness of removing Ellis from office', because we had voluntarily given up all the moral injunction words - should, must, have to, ought to, got to, need to - and we had heard Ellis during some of his public demonstrations of REBT, with members of the public in the ‘client chair', ‘whipping them' out of their attachment to ‘unfairness issues'.  It often sounded like he was implying that no client should ever have any feelings of having been treated unfairly.  The only justification for this belief of his was this: ‘Why must your life be fair, when it's obviously unfair?'
Albert Ellis's original motivation for getting rid of the word ‘should' was a noble one.  But it was also short-sighted.  Who could have known that he would end his life invoking moral shoulds about fairness in the New York Supreme Court, while denying that there are any valid ‘shoulds' about fairness, in newspaper interviews with journalists.  He ended his life in a paradox: "There are no shoulds; but those people should not have removed me from office!"  "Why must life be fair?  Because it is now my life we are talking about!"  The bell cracked!
My own views on fairness now - in this post-Ellis world - are as follows:
1. Fairness is the core of the Golden Rule, which is the cornerstone of duty ethics (or deontology)
.  We must treat others as we would wish them to treat us, for it would be offensive to both our intuitive sense of right and wrong, and to our formal logic, to argue otherwise.  The literature on this topic begins with Kant's Critique of Practical Reason, and continues up to Rawl's Ethic of Justice.  (The Golden Rule was also used in ancient China, and in early Christianity).
2. Unfairness is the basis of inequality of treatment, and inequality of opportunity, in our mad, neo-liberal world.  And social inequality today is driving huge increases in human misery all over the globe, including in the heartland of global capitalism, the US/UK, where levels of human degradation are reaching critical breakdown point.  (There is now conclusive evidence that greater equality is better for everybody.  Sources: The Equality Trust; and the book by Wilkinson and Pickett (2010)
).
3. Neither can unfairness be justified by utilitarianism, in that the greatest good of the smallest number is consistent with present approaches to neo-liberal promotion of greater inequality; while utilitarian reasoning calls for the greatest good of the greatest number.

4. There are no moral philosophies, or moral principles, that can be invoked to justify unfairness!
5. If you are a therapist and you want to discuss fairness with a therapy client, then this is my recommendation of how to proceed:
(a) Marcus Aurelius, in his Meditations, argued that freedom and happiness consists of understanding one principle: There are certain things we can control and certain things we cannot control.  It is only after we have learned to distinguish between what we can and cannot control that inner harmony and outer effectiveness become possible.
(b) Get the client to draw two columns on a sheet of A4 (letter) paper - or a ‘legal pad' - and write these headings on the top of the two columns, respectively:
(1) What I can control:

(2) What I cannot control.

(c) Teach them to begin by putting all of their unfairness issues in the first column - what they can control; and get them to add an ‘if/unless' clause at the end of each of them.  In other words:

(1) I can control being reinstated to my job, ‘if I do X, Y, or Z' (Then add all those actions that they can control, and commit to take them)

(2) I can control being reinstated to my job, ‘unless A, B or C happens...' (Then add all those eventualities which would make it impossible to be reinstated)

(d) Teach them to transfer individual unfairness issues to the right-hand column when, and only when, their ‘if/unless' clauses indicate that there is now no longer any realistic possibility of controlling this issue.

And if you are a counsellor/therapist, and a client comes to you with an unfairness issue, and you feel the urge to parrot Dr Albert Ellis - "Why must the world be fair, when it is obviously unfair?" - remind yourself that this is not a helpful question to ask, because:
1. Sometimes life is fair.

2. We have an individual and a social responsibility - according to the Golden Rule - to champion fairness, and to oppose unfairness, up to, but not including that point at which we have done all the research and experimentation (in the real world) and demonstrated beyond all reasonable doubt that this particular unfairness issue cannot be controlled.  At that point you can tell your client:

3. "Why don't you give up trying to control this particular unfairness issue?  But keep insisting that the world be fair, and fairer, and hold public officials to account on this".  If politicians and business people insist upon promoting more and more unfairness in this world of ours, then they can be sure, just like Albert Ellis, that the day will come when they will be pleading for fairness from their degraded and abused opponents.  Remember the Russian Revolution!  Think it couldn't happen again?  It could; if governments do not take responsibility for defending the relatively powerless against the relatively powerful.

If you want to be happy and free, always focus on what you can and cannot control, and commit to control those things that seem to be controllable, whether they are about fairness/unfairness or any other subject under the sun.
3. The argument about subjectivism
I have already mentioned that I got about a dozen responses to this post on my Happiness Blog.  Those respondents who thought fairness is merely a subjective concept can rest assured that I will deal with their points as I deal with the following case study: the case of Dr. Michael R. Edelstein, a colleague of mine.  Michael is a clinical psychologist who lives in San Francisco, practices REBT, was born in Brooklyn, NY, completed his academic psychology training in New York City, attended the REBT Institute from its physical inception in 1965, associated with Albert Ellis beginning in 1963, authored three books on REBT, trains therapists in REBT, and so can be assumed to know his REBT very well.  (Michael is also known as ‘The 3 Minute Therapist’, whose website can be found at: http://www.threeminutetherapy.com/).  Michael wrote to me to say that: 

“Everyone has their own subjective view about what is fair. My preferences and hedonic calculi differ from that of others. Since there's no cosmic or absolute criterion for evaluating fairness, I have not come up with a useful way to view it. Consequently, I advise my clients to jettison the entire concept”.  

I was pretty sure Michael was overlooking something here about fairness.  So I decided to do a thought experiment with him.  I sent him an email asking how he would respond if I took over his home at gunpoint and ordered him out of his home, telling him it was now mine.

He responded by saying he’d shoot me, in self defence.  But I pointed out that he could only plead self-defence if I was threatening his person, and not if I am merely threatening his property.  So from my perspective, I am pretty sure he would have to go to the police and ask them to get his house back for him.  And the basis upon which I would be ordered to return his home would be this: it is unfair and unjust for one person to take away another person’s property.

I’m pretty sure most people would agree on this principle of fairness, no matter how subjective the concept of fairness might seem to be in some other cases.  In other words, although we humans sometimes have problems defining what we mean by fairness, from case to case, we (reasonable people) nevertheless find the concept of fairness indispensable, and we more often than not do find ways to define it which are ‘socially agreed’ (by some group or community, some society or country, some continent, or some strata of some culture, etc).  In negotiations between individuals, we often find that the idea of what is fair is ‘intersubjective’ (between one individual and another; or common to a whole group of people), and not just ‘merely subjective’ (meaning locked in the mind of one isolated, unrepresentative individual).

Dr Edelstein then got back to me to clarify that his problem with the principle of fairness was a practical one:  How can it be used in couples’s therapy with squabbling couples?  Surely this is not possible since there do not seem to be any objective criteria by which to define fairness.
4. Defining objective criteria for judging fairness

To refine that previous statement, Dr Edelstein had got in touch with me on 26th January 2010 to say:

“As far as I can tell in working with squabbling couples, both justifying their own position with what's ‘fair’, I have not arrived at any objective criteria to settle the fairness argument. I tell them, ‘Discussing what is fair is a dead end and often toxic to relationships. Discuss what works for both of you, instead’.”
 

“A better solution may involve offering practical criteria to my couples for determining what is fair and what is not.” 

 

“My point is, I have not found one. Have you?”

I thought about this for a while, and then got back to Michael to say: 

I have been seeing couples for more than ten years.  In that time, I cannot recall a couple who presented with a squabble about which of them was being unfair.  Unfairness issues may have been implicit in many of the problems they brought to me, but I do not recall anybody making it explicit. 
 

If any couple had made an explicit claim that unfairness was the problem, and they each accused the other of unfairness, then, up to recently, I would almost certainly have responded the way Albert Ellis would respond:  "Why must your partner not be unfair, when they are clearly being unfair?".

 

Two points about this disputation/challenge.

 

1. Firstly, I would have been opening up a strategy of pushing the client back from their position of demanding fairness to a position of merely desiring or preferring it.  Once they get to that point, I used to reason, they will not be overly upset about the continuance of the unfairness; and they might be better able to negotiate for reasonable change in their partner.

 

2. Secondly, the bolded words at the end of the words attributed to Albert Ellis, above, show clearly that I am - and he was - accepting that the partner IS behaving unfairly.
 

I think this theoretical response of mine is broadly in line with Albert Ellis’s REBT approach.  The origin of the approach has nothing to do with the issue of fairness per se.  It is actually about always focussing on the B instead of the A, in the A>B>C model.
If the client mentions physical pain (which is an A – Activating Event), about which they are upset (at point C in the model), then the REBT therapist is trained to ask: “Why must you not be in pain when you obviously are?”

If the client complains about poverty and deprivation (as an A) about which they are disturbed (at point C), the REBT therapist is trained to ask: “Why must you not be poor and deprived, when you obviously are poor and deprived?”

And when the client complains of unfairness (as an A – Activating Event) about which they are distressed (at point C) in the model, the REBT therapist is trained to ask: “Why must life be fair when it’s obviously unfair?”

This is not about fairness, but about ‘the must’.  The REBT therapist is trained to largely ignore the client’s Situation, or Activating Stimulus or Event, and to focus on changing their Belief System (at point B in the model).

As explained earlier, CENT is quite happy to work at changing the A (Activating Event), the B (or Belief System of the client), or the C (emotions and behaviours of the client).  Thus, when a client presents with an “unfairness issue” in CENT, the counsellor is free to deal with this as a real problem in the client’s life, which is not normally available as an option for the REBT therapist.
 

For this reason, I have no difficulty thinking and talking about fairness.  Over the years I have had to deal with children in a number of contexts, and, over and over again, I had to teach them what is right and what is wrong; what is good and what is bad; what is fair and what is unfair.

 

When I first began to do couples therapy, I worked out a system which had two fairness features:

 

Firstly, when the clients arrived, I would explain that (if it was a single session) we would have just 45 minutes to work together.  That I would take five minutes to present the opening steps and the summing up at the end, leaving 40 minutes to share between the couple.  I would then explain that, in fairness, I wanted to share that time equally, so I would tell them: "I will set a timer for two five minute encounters, one with each of you, during which I want you to tell me the story of your relationship, and then we will have two fifteen minute sessions during which I want each of you, individually, to you to present your top problem with your partner or relationship.  I will work with one of you at a time.  While I am working with Person A, Person B is not to interrupt, nor to make any noises off, such as coughing or snorting, nor to raise their eyebrows, nor roll their eyes, etc.  If they disagree with anything their partner is saying, they are to make notes, and bring that up when it is their time".

 

Secondly, having explained the rules to them, I would then flip a coin to see who would go first; again as a matter of principle (i.e. fairness).

 

Of course it has sometimes happened that the problem lay more with one member of the couple than the other, and in those circumstances I have often asked the other partner if it is okay if we take extra time for that partner, in the interest of clearing the problem that is concerning both of them, and they normally agree.  (After all, fairness is about treating equal things equally, and unequal things unequally.  If the problem is distributed unequally across the couple, and this is obvious to all three of us, then it makes sense to distribute the time unequally).  But I offer them the right to disagree, since, in principle, each partner is entitled to an equal amount of the session time!

 

I teach 18 principles of couples’ therapy to my couple clients.  (The number of principles has risen over the years, from 7 to 18).  Some of those principles emphasize democracy (explicitly or implicitly) as an important factor in the management of relationships.  And Principle No.8 is explicitly about fairness, as follows:

 

"In a marriage, because it involves two individuals, it is not sensible to expect to be centre stage more than 50% of the time, since the other person also desires to be centre stage for their 50%!  How much of the time do you try to be centre stage?  How good are you at being "the audience" for your partner?  How could you improve your democratic functioning in this area of your life?  (This, of course includes the idea that you are entitled to be centre stage for your full 50% of the time, and it is your responsibility to work at getting that balance for yourself, but not exceeding it!)"

 

It seems to me that when Albert Ellis asked "Why must life be fair when it's obviously unfair?"  he was implying that he agreed that life is unfair by some objective criteria or criterion!  But since this is an A, and he prefers to challenge the B, he does not discuss the details of unfairness issues with clients.
 

You, on the other hand, Michael, instead of working for a mere desiring of fairness, seem to me to want to jettison the concept of fairness altogether, on the basis that it cannot be objectively defined or identified by objective criteria.  Well, I think that is the wrong way to go, because fairness is an intelligible concept.  

 

The concept of 'fairness' is discussed in 'The Ethics Toolkit: A compendium of ethical concepts and methods', by Julian Baggini and Peter Fosl.  Blackwell Publishing, 2007.  They say, inter alia, that 

 

"Fairness seems to require consideration of two elements:

 

1. The idea of distribution, the way in which something is meted out; and:

 

2. The comparison of some class of recipients and what they receive through that distribution with some other class." (Page 169)

 

They also discuss fairness as a form of justice, in line with the ideas of John Rawls' book: 'A Theory of Justice' (1971).

 

The concept of fairness is important in couples’ therapy.  I don't let my couples fight about it - nor about anything else.  But I consider that it is hardly possible to imagine a viable marriage that is based on manifest unfairness.  And the quality of every relationship can be improved by increasing the commitment to fairness by both of the partners, as indicated in my Principle No.8.

 

Does this help to answer your questions about my position on fairness?  I hope so.  And thank you for this opportunity to clarify my thinking on this subject.
5. More on subjectivism and pragmatism
Dr Edelstein got back to me on 29th January to say:

“I don't think Albert Ellis implies an objective criterion for fairness. Rather, he means it's obviously unfair from the client's point of view, in the client's subjective interpretation of his experience. 

 


“Your Principle No. 8 seems to indicate by ‘fair’ you mean ‘each treated equally’. Since there's no objective way to quantitatively measure most life experience, shifting from ‘fair’ to ‘equal’ doesn't seem to help much (maybe a little). Again, since the criterion ‘what works for you’ respects each individual's subjective evaluation and does not require an objective assessment (humans are always subjective), this seems to work (so to speak!) much better much more of the time. 

 

“Our dialogue is helping me to clarify my thoughts, as well.”

I thought about his feedback, and then responded by questioning this statement by Michael:

“I don't think Albert Ellis implies an objective criterion for fairness. Rather, he means it's obviously unfair from the client's POV, in the client's subjective interpretation of his experience.” 

 


I began by saying: I am not convinced of your interpretation here.  I believe Albert Ellis was making one of two possible statements: 
Either Statement 1: "Why must life (in general) be fair when it's (in general) obviously unfair".  
Or Statement 2: “Why must life be fair (to you, right now) when it’s obviously (according to your own account) unfair (to you, right now)?”

We cannot know for sure which he meant, but we can probably make a defensible inference on the basis of what we know of REBT theory, and the situation under discussion.

It seems unlikely that Ellis was making Statement No.1.
It seems much more likely that he was making Statement No.2, because it stays close to the client’s presenting problem (or A: Activating Event – something specific which seems unfair to the client).  But we also know, from REBT theory, that the reason he is asking this question is that he is “hunting the must”, and not discussing fairness, or anything else.  REBT is, essentially about “hunting the must”!

And since he is “hunting the must”, he is not saying anything, essentially, about whether fairness has or has not got an objective basis in fact; at least not in the example given above.
However, when he is discussing Irrational Belief No.10 - pages 85-88 of Reason and Emotion (1962)
 - he states, inter alia, "2. When those for whom we definitely care are behaving badly, we should still not become unduly upset about their behavior, but instead calmly and objectively attempt to show them the errors of their ways and lovingly help them over their handicaps and hurdles". (Page 86).

 

Here Albert Ellis, as indicated in the text that I have bolded, is not talking about subjectivism.  He is talking about "behaving badly" and real "errors of their ways".
So we can say that, at least in some contexts, Albert Ellis admits that there can be objective bad behaviour, which includes (at least theoretically) unfairness.

On the REBT Network at the moment there is an article entitled 'What is Irrational?', in which the following statement appears: 

 

"Even if someone is unfair or rude towards you, it is not the unfairness or the rudeness that upsets you. It is your belief that other people should be fair and polite".  Source: http://www.rebtnetwork.org/library/ideas.html.  
Again, this is not about subjective appraisals, but about those occasions when somebody "is unfair" or rude.  
However, the error in this piece is the claim that “it is not the A but the B that upsets you”.  This is not true.  It IS the A, interacting with the B, that upsets you.  The A is a crucial part of the equation, which some REBT therapists seem to drop out of the equation all too easily and frequently.  This may follow from the mono-focal interest of Albert Ellis in “hunting the must”.
In CENT we say: “People are upset by the Activating Stimulus, or Event.  But the precise intensity of their upset is a function of their Belief (or way of Framing) the Event”.

And applying this to the present discussion about fairness and unfairness, CENT would maintain that:

“People are upset by acts of unfairness.  But the precise intensity of their upset is determined by the way they Frame (or Evaluate) the act of unfairness”.  Some frames or evaluations will produce intense upsets, while others will produce modest upsets.  The work of CENT therapy is to do with reframing the act of unfairness, or working on the act of unfairness in order to correct it, or working on the emotional state of the client.  So we do not “hunt the must”.  We explore the A, the B and the C for solutions.  Or rather, we explore the E (or Event), the F (or Framing), and the R (or Response).
You (Michael) go on to comment on Principle No.8 of my couples’ therapy approach:

“Your Principle No. 8 seems to indicate by ‘fair’ you mean ‘each treated equally’.  Since there's no objective way to quantitatively measure most life experience, shifting from ‘fair’ to ‘equal’ doesn't seem to help much (maybe a little). Again, since the criterion ‘what works for you’ respects each individual's subjective evaluation and does not require an objective assessment (humans are always subjective), this seems to work (so to speak!) much better much more of the time.”

Let's start with your pragmatic concept of ‘what works for you’.  This could be taken, by a client, or a reader, as permission to behave in antisocial and openly selfish ways.  ‘This works for me.  It's too bad it doesn't also work for you, but my therapist says I should always do what works for me.  Stop spoiling my life by demanding that I also take into account what works for you!  Witch!’
 

Secondly, humans are not merely ‘subjective’.  The distinction between what is ‘subjective’ and what is ‘objective’ leaves out of account that humans are essentially not ‘pure individuals’ with ‘pure subjectivity’, but rather ‘social beings’ with ‘inter-subjective awareness’, or awareness based on socialization.  We influence and affect those people with whom we relate, as they influence and affect us.  If you look at my models of the developing individual in my Paper No.9, on the social roots of the individual (http://www.abc-counselling.com/id185.html), you will find that I factor in the superego (or mother and father's rules, injunctions, prescriptions and proscriptions etc) and the innate urges of the baby (id). The individual’s ego emerges out of that dialectical encounter, and is already Michaeled by the morality (and/or immorality) of the mother/father.  And we model our relationship skills on the ways in which our parents interacted at home.  The ego of my client is thus already social, and not pure individual.  The problem is that they are (often) carrying bad relationship models from their birth family, and telling them to do what ‘works for them’ might be little more than saying ‘continue to act from the (bad , non-viable) scripts, schemas and models in the basement of your mind’.
6. What are relationships about?

 

If you look at social exchange theory and equity theory of relationships, then it seems that, when we are in relationships, we are either focused on giving and taking as a form of 'Michaelet bartering', or we do that plus we take care of our investments in our relationships.  When you add in the concept of complementarity, we see that the idea of operating in relationships as if we were independent individuals just will not work.  "According to Kerckhoff and Davis's (1962)
 filter model, complementarity of needs becomes increasingly important as relationships become long term.  According to Winch (1958)
, happy marriages are often based on each partner's ability to fulfil the needs of the other.  (However, although this may be true) people seem, if anything, slightly more likely to marry those whose needs and personalities are similar (the matching phenomenon)".  Gross (2001: 411-413)
.
Of course, individuals also have three ego states from which to operate, and it is often the case that couples come to couples therapy because one or other of them (and often both of them) does not have a highly-developed Adult ego state, and they are messing up the relationship because they are bullying from Parent ego state, or being greedy and selfish from Child ego state.  (These are not the only possibilities, as anger from Parent or Child is also quite common).  It’s hard to get complementarity and agreement while the two members of the couple do not have their Adult ego state in the executive position most of the time.

 

Werner Erhard used to take this into account when he presented the second aspect of his three-part definition of relationship: "Secondly: Successful relationships are based on agreed on goals". That is to say: complementarity; agreement.  Not individuals doing what works for them as individuals.

 
Where your approach, Michael, seems intuitively right is in wanting to stop the squabbling, and the blaming based on positions of declared unfairness.  This seems sensible because, as Werner Erhard used to say, in the third element of his definition of relationships: “You cannot have a really powerful relationship with anybody unless you are willing to stop making them wrong”.  In other words, stop rating the whole of them on the basis of some of their behaviours, as this principle is stated in REBT.

I accept my client's 'moral shoulds', but distinguish them from 'absolute shoulds'.  However, moral shoulds are not the same as 'mere preferences'.  They are prescriptions which have social support.  Hare (1981) argues that they are both inferred logically and are socially necessary
.  In addition to accepting my clients’ moral shoulds, and accepting the need to push assertively for fairness, I teach them how to negotiate for the changes they want, instead of demanding them, or nagging for them.  I teach them to become assertive communicators, and not aggressive naggers and whiners.

 

Some of my ideas on morality are not alien to Albert Ellis's approach, though there are some substantial differences.  However, here is Dr Ellis (writing with Dryden, in The Practice of REBT, 1999): 
"2. Social interest.  Social interest is usually rational and self-helping because most people choose to live and enjoy themselves in a social group or community.  If they do not act morally, protect the rights of others, and abet social survival, it is unlikely that they will create the kind of world in which they themselves can live comfortably and happily". Page 18.

 

Albert Ellis does not say "Morality is a subjective judgement".  He says: "If they do not act morally...".  And he gives some objective criteria for deciding how to act morally: "...protect the rights of others...".  And one of the main rights of others is to be treated fairly in terms of the legal and cultural norms of their society.  

 

Increasingly these rights are international, as in the UN's Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which begins in its preamble with "...recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family ...".  And Article 1 says: "All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.  They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood".

 

That spirit of brotherhood is what I call fairness and equity; as well as compassion, charity and empathy.  I must treat all humans with the degree of dignity with which I would wish them to treat me (which is The Golden Rule, which crops up in almost all of the major cultures of the world).

 

I hope these ideas are helpful to you, Michael, in clarifying the concepts you have questioned.
7. Beyond the conceptions of Albert Ellis
Albert Ellis developed some interesting ideas and distinctions in the realm of couple relationships.  And I have made good use of those ideas.  For example, in an earlier message to Dr Edelstein, I made this point:
“If any couple (with whom I was working as a counsellor) had made an explicit claim that unfairness was their problem, and they each accused the other of unfairness, then, up to recently, I would almost certainly have responded the way Albert Ellis would respond; by asking this kind of challenging question:  ‘Why must your partner not be unfair, when they are clearly being unfair?.

That statement describes how I used to operate when I was a relatively pure REBT therapist.  Now that I have developed CENT, I use a different approach, and I decided to update Dr Edelstein on my new approach:
 


Firstly, I teach my clients that there are all kinds of 'shoulds' and 'musts'.  For example, there are absolute shoulds, which say something like this: "The sun should come up tomorrow because there is a law of the universe controlling that outcome".  

 

There are conditional shoulds and musts.  An example would be: "If you want to see Harry, who is on the other side of the street, you should (and must) cross over the street (assuming he cannot be persuaded to cross over to you)". 

 

There are logical musts and shoulds, like this one: "If you are currently downstairs, and you want to be upstairs, then (assuming there is no lift [elevator], and no other way up, then you must climb the stairs". 

 

And there are moral shoulds.  For example: "Individuals who have financial needs should not satisfy them by stealing from others".  This is a valid should, and I do not try to talk my clients out of valid shoulds.

 

Shoulds about fairness are moral shoulds, and have to be accepted in counselling and therapy contexts, unless we want to teach our clients that "morality does not matter!"  Morality does matter, as we cannot conceive of a society continuing for very long if a significant minority of its citizens gave up all commitment to morality, and normally behaved in immoral ways.  (I am not saying that any size of minority will have this effect.  It has to reach a certain critical mass, or tipping point; but it is a real threat and danger to the continuance of our relatively civilized societies).

 

Secondly, I check my clients' moral shoulds for validity, and then suggest that they negotiate for a fairer outcome with their partner.

 

I am not the only therapist who takes fairness seriously.  Dr Claude Steiner, who was a supporter and collaborator of Dr Eric Berne, the founder of Transactional Analysis (TA), also does so.  In his book on Emotional Literacy
, he discusses the concept of fairness when dealing with the problems of people playing psychological games from the Victim, Rescuer and Persecutor positions on the ‘Drama Triangle’
.  The drama triangle normally involves two people who are present and one who is absent.  The first person will either come on Persecutor and turn the other into a Victim; or they will come on Victim, and invite the other to Rescue them.  But the whole thing is a racket.  It is a game designed to achieve a payoff, at the end of which the Rescuer, very often, will end up slipping into the Victim role.  Amongst other things, Steiner says: "To stop rescuing, you have to clarify what you want or do not want to do, and what is fair.  And of course, you have to decide exactly what it is you are doing that constitutes a Rescue.  The best way to do that is to ask yourself questions about what you are doing and whether you should or should not keep doing it.  ...  Sometimes your (gamey) Rescue (behaviour) may involve doing more than your share.  If that is the case, you have to ask yourself what constitutes a fair share of the effort involved in a relationship.  The questions you ask yourself will be similar to these:

 

· Is it fair for me to do the dishes if Mary cooks, or should I also sweep the floor?

· Is it fair that I always initiate sex?

· Should I always pay for dinner when we go out?

· Is it fair that I always pick up the kids from school?

· Sharon has been talking to me about her problems with her sister for months now.  Should I let her go on or tell her I am bored with this subject?

"In other words, you have to learn to know what you want to do or what you think amounts to a fair distribution of a relationship's responsibilities.  Let me clarify what I mean using Peter and Jacquie's example:
· “When Jacquie cooks dinner every night while Peter watches TV, she is doing more than her (fair) share - and therefore rescuing - even if she likes to cook and is willing.

· “When she cleans up the dishes because Peter says to leave them until next morning, she is doing something she hates, so she is rescuing".  (Pages 137-138).

Steiner (1997) considers that there are three important elements to an emotionally intelligent relationship: (1) Both partners are equal; (2) both are committed to honesty; and (3) there is an agreement not to engage in power plays with each other.  (Page 160).  On the subject of equality he says:

 

"Equality is based on the idea that both people need to have equal rights and should make an equal contribution toward the relationship's success”. (Page 161).  
There may, and often will be, differences between the individuals within the couple, but 
"…those differences don't give one person privilege over the other".  (Page 161).  
"Equality does not mean that both partners have to work and earn the same or that expenses and housework are shared fifty-fifty.  Equality in an emotionally literate relationship means that both partners contribute what they have to offer in such a way that both feel satisfied.  If they become dissatisfied with each other's contribution they must feel free to say so with the assurance that their partner will work towards a fair compromise". (Steiner, 1997, page 161).

 

From this little description, it seems clear to me that couples can realistically be expected to learn how to negotiate about what is fair to them, and what is unfair.  What is just and acceptable, and what is unjust and unacceptable.  And if one party asks for more than the other party would normally like to concede, the second party can always negotiate using the "If I do that for you, what will you do for me?" routine.
8. Working with a couple

Dr Edelstein read my description above, and then got back to me with an additional request for clarification, as follows:

“It may help me understand your criteria for measuring fairness if you respond as the therapist of this married couple who have the following conflict: 

 

“John: I work hard all week to put food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. Mary does not work at all. It's not equal, it's not fair. I would like her to get at least a part-time job and bring in some income. 
“Mary: All my friends are supported by their husbands. It's the man's role to be the breadwinner. It's the woman's role to be the homemaker. I cook, clean, and keep a nice home.  

“John & Mary (in unison) : Who's right doc? What is fair? 

Dr. Byrne???”
With the benefit of hindsight, I can see this is a very difficult problem:

Firstly, it is not absolutely clear that any unfairness exists here.  We are to some extent comparing apples and pears.

Secondly, John probably has a tangible problem, in that Mary’s unwillingness to take some kind of paid employment affects their joint income adversely, putting pressure on him as the sole breadwinner.

Thirdly, Mary probably has a tangible problem, in that John’s pressure for her to take paid employment would impact her time (which may be spent on childrearing activities at the moment), her objectives (in terms of being a ‘proper wife’), and perhaps some others.
Fourth, John probably has a values problem which amounts to his view that Mary should help him out by working for money.

Fifthly, Mary probably has a values problem with taking a job, as she may think she would look less than ‘a properly supported wife’ to her friends.

Sixth, because this is a very complex, unclear kind of problem, it may not be possible to establish that it is an unfairness issue.

Nevertheless, because Michael had presented me with this problem, I decided to try to work on it.  This is what I said:
Okay John; Mary.  But I am not going to charge you a fee so you can come here and continue the row which you normally have at home for free.  I am here to help to maximize light and minimize heat; and hopefully to help you both find a way forward which will improve your marriage, and eliminate the misery that is caused by your current conflict.

 


So, firstly, as I explained on the phone, I will not be dealing with you both at the same time.  I will flip this coin, and whoever calls the right outcome will go first.
Heads or tails?

 

Okay John, you win, so you go first.  I will work with you for ten minutes; and then switch to Mary.  During that time - Mary - I want you to keep out of this.  By all means take notes of anything John says that you think is inaccurate or objectionable in any way, or anything that needs a response, and share your thoughts with me when it's your turn.  Is that okay with you?  Please do not speak, or sigh, or frown, or wave your arms around, or make tut-tut, tsk-tsk sounds, or anything else that would imply that you are arguing (non-verbally) with John's statements.  Okay?  Good.

 

Now John, You say Mary is not pulling her weight because she won't get at least a part time job, to help with the cash income of the family.  And I also know that Mary is quite resistant to the idea of taking a part time job, and I may hear her reasons for that decision when it's her turn.  At the moment I want you to understand that Dr Albert Ellis argued that there are three kinds of problems that couples bring to counselling and therapy: dissatisfaction; emotional disturbance; and emerging incompatibilities.  From what I have heard so far, you and Mary are more than dissatisfied with each other over this issue of economic fairness; and it seems to me quite clear that you are faced with an 'emerging incompatibility'.  You want to be married to a woman who works, at least part time, and contributes financially to the family coffers.  But at the moment you are married to Mary, who thinks a woman should be able to stay at home and make her contribution as a home-maker and child raiser.  Doesn't that sound like a significant incompatibility to you, if neither of you shifts ground?

 

(What I want John to recognise here is that he has a choice.  He can insist on Mary getting some kind of job, and run the risk that the marriage will end.  Or he can find some other way to manage their financial difficulties; and to make their individual contributions to the family acceptably fair).  
So, John, I want you and Mary to stop thinking and arguing in terms of your positions – “I want her to work, but she wants to stay at home”.  Instead, I want to help you to clarify what is ‘underneath that’.  In other words, what interests of yours are concealed under your position?  So let me ask you this: for what reason do you want Mary to go out to work?  What interest of yours would this serve?
I will write down your answer, and compare it with Mary’s answer later.  I will also ask you what interest of yours is served by the first interest you mention.  I want to get deeper and deeper underneath your ‘position’, so we can identify what interests of yours Mary needs to match up with.  We already know she will reject your ‘position’, but she might have interests that line up with your interests, and then you can compromise over interests, not positions.
(I don't know how John will respond to my intervention so far.  Perhaps you can update me, based on your experience).

 

...
When John’s time is up, and the buzzer rings, I would switch to Mary:
 

Now, Mary.  You heard what I said to John, and how he responded, and I am going to say the same thing to you.  If you want to insist that you will not compromise with John over this issue, you need to be clear that you are heading for the divorce court.  Incompatibilities of this type have the power to wreck marriages.  So can you think of any way to compromise with John?  Or not?
(What I want Mary to recognise is the same as above: she has a choice.  She can find some way to compromise with John, or to recognize that this problem, left unresolved over time, has the potential to wreck their marriage).  
If you cannot think of a compromise, then let me try to find out what interests are driving your ‘position’.  Please think about this:  For what reason do you reject the idea of working part time?  I will write that down.  I will then ask you: what is the interest that is served by that interest; or what is ‘underneath’ that?
 
(I don't know how Mary will respond to my intervention, Michael; so again, perhaps you could enlighten me on what you have experienced).

 

...End of role play...

 

9. Evaluation

It would be valid at this point for you, the reader, or my colleague, Dr Michael Edelstein, to ask: But where does your idea of fairness fit into this intervention?
 

My response is this: Firstly, as I said above, this was never clearly an unfairness issue, although both parties mentioned the unfairness of their partner’s attitude about women working.
Secondly, although I am open to discussing fairness issues, and trying to quantify and resolve them, I did not, and could not, challenge John's or Mary's perception of what is fair in their relationship, on the basis of their stated positions.  John is talking about apples, and Mary is talking about pears.  
With the benefit of hindsight, I would have begun this session with a statement of this type: “Now, Mary, John: I can see that you both believe that your partner is treating you unfairly, and it may be that one of you is right about that, and the other is wrong.  But at the moment it is not clear if that is the case, and if it is, which of you is being unfair.  The other possibility is that what you have is a ‘mutual problem’, in which for one of you to win, the other must lose, and whichever of you loses, they will feel aggrieved.  The best way to deal with such a problem is to ignore the potential unfairness of a forced solution; to look at it as a mutual problem; and then to solve the mutual problem.  Would you be willing to try that?”

Fairness is about equity, and equity is sometimes obvious, and sometimes more obscure.  Normally there are social agreements within families and communities.  In this sense, fairness is an ‘intersubjective reality’.  Because Mary and John are involved in a case which is obscure, it is not possible to point to some obvious social agreement and invoke that as a solution; so they will have to explore lots of possibilities – in terms of their lists of interests - to arrive at a new, fair, agreed balance.  
If Mary has to take a part time job, she might say to John:  What will you give me if I take a part time job?  (She probably has a 'shopping list' of things she could suggest that he do as a quid pro quo!)  
If John agrees to reframe the problem so that Mary’s having part time work is not the preferred solution, then he can say to Mary: What will you trade for my giving up on my original goal of having more money in the family, and less stress on me, by having you work part time?

And if Mary will not take a part time job, or John will not give her what she wants in exchange for taking a part time job, the marriage will probably fail, and a new 'fairness' will emerge.  She would then (theoretically) be able to get into a relationship with a man who accepts her view of the 'correct division of labour' between a married couple.  And John could (theoretically) get into a new relationship with a 'New Woman', who has a career, a substantial  income, and some kind of way of keeping the family home together (with lots of help from him, and perhaps some hired help as well!)

 

The danger of game playing: There might be a good deal of (dysfunctional) 'game playing' going on between John and Mary, from the positions of Victim and Persecutor; and they might want me to play the role of Rescuer
.  I will not do that; and I will also give them some homework reading on the importance of developing emotional literacy, which includes making a commitment to avoid using these nasty game-playing roles of Victim and Persecutor.  I would have the goal of teaching them to operate from the emotionally healthy position of 'I'm okay - You're okay'; to be quite assertive in asking for what they want; and refusing to be forced to settle for what they do not want.  
I would also want them to learn how to compromise, and to solve mutual problems, which this one seems to be.  Helen Hall Clinard
 has a chapter on Mutual Problem Solving skills.  A mutual problem is defined like this: "The behaviour of the other person causes you a tangible problem, but changing that behaviour could cause a problem for that person".
They also seem to have a ‘values problem’, and so they both may need to learn to engage in ‘unsolicited consultation’, as described by Helen Clinard. 
The problem of lack of clarity: I said above that I cannot judge the question of fairness in this situation; and that is because I cannot clearly see if there is any explicit inequality or anti-egalitarian behaviour going on here.  If there is unjustified inequality of treatment between the two, which becomes clear to me, then I can discuss that as an expression of unfairness. 
At the moment, Mary and John seem to be operating from authoritarian positions, of trying to force the other person to go along with their wishes.  It will not work (long term) if one of them moves to the second position, of letting the other person impose their solution on them, which is the submissive option.  
Clinard's process of mutual problem solving feels a lot like Fisher and Ury's 'Getting to Yes' negotiation approach
.  Fisher and Ury's process called for certain opening steps: 'Separate the people from the problem; sit side by side and put the problem before you on the table; think and talk in terms of interests, not positions; brainstorm potential ways to satisfy the interests of both parties'.  
In her book, Clinard says: "You and the other person identify needs, consider alternatives, and find a mutually agreeable solution.  With this method no power of rewarding or punishing the other person is needed and there should be no resentment on either side".  
I used Fisher and Ury and Helen Clinard's books with one particular couple which produced a very public and satisfactory outcome, which was published in a women's magazine, as presented in the next section. The outcome was seen as fair by both parties, after they spent several weeks working towards a solution.
9. A real case study of (implicit) unfairness and couples’ therapy
The following article, by Monica Cafferky, appeared in the women’s magazine entitled ‘Spirit & Destiny’, in May 2004. It describes a couple who had a problem, and went to see Jim Byrne for counselling/therapy help. Although neither of them mentioned the question of fairness, there was an implicit ‘unfairness issue’ on Jane’s side.  Here is the text of the article, in full:
THE LOVE CLINIC
Jane wants to free up money by selling her home and moving into a cheaper property. But her husband Neil refuses to up sticks. Could Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy help them find a solution? 
“I WANT TO MOVE HOUSE BUT MY HUSBAND REFUSES”

THE PROBLEM 

Jane, 40, a hairdresser, and her husband Neil, 43, a freelance photographer, have been married for 20 years and live in a converted barn in Lancashire. The property’s value has rocketed since they bought it 19 years ago. Jane wants to buy a smaller house in Scotland and use the profit to set up a new property development business but Neil wants to stay put. 
Jane: ‘We bought the barn when it was a wreck. It cost £12,000 and is now worth about £330,000. If we move somewhere cheaper we would have enough money in the bank to have a go at property developing. At the moment, we’re broke. Neil’s work isn’t very lucrative, and I’m tired of arguing about cash. I think we’re heading for a divorce.’ 
Neil: ‘I resent Jane for pushing me into making a quick decision about our future. I don’t want to move. I like the rural location and my job, even though I don’t earn much. There’s also the issue of caring for my elderly mum, who lives nearby. We need to sort it out, or it could mean divorce.’ 
THE THERAPY Jane and Neil saw a Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) therapist, Jim Byrne, at his clinic in Hebden Bridge, West Yorkshire. They had 60-minute sessions once a fortnight for four months. We caught up with them several months after their REBT sessions. 
JIM: ‘During our first session, Jane was very angry at Neil for thwarting her plan to sell up, whereas Neil was determined to show me his partner was the real culprit in the drama. Over the next four months, I taught them various ways of talking to each other. The first idea we explored was that if you love your partner, you'd better stop seeing them as making incorrect choices. Judging your partner as wrong (as a whole person) means when their behaviour doesn’t line up with your wishes, you condemn them as a person.
‘My other advice to Neil and Jane was not to argue over positions such as, “I want to stay here”, versus, “I want to move”. But rather to ask each other, “*Why* do you want that?” They must then ask, “Why is *that* important to you?” and keep going until they arrive at some core values (or interests). Then they can come up with compatible solutions based on those core values or interests. 
‘It emerged that the reason Neil didn’t want to move was because of his dying mother. Jane then accepted that she couldn’t condemn her husband’s reason for not wanting to sell. She vowed to support Neil and accept him as he was, and make the most of their relationship. Neil vowed to review his resistance to selling up by thinking over Jane’s plan to drop his ailing business and try property development.’ 
VERDICT 
JANE: ‘I can now see that I don’t dislike everything about Neil, only his reluctance to sell the barn. When I discovered the real reason why Neil didn’t want to move, it helped me understand his position. 

‘Neil’s mum even came to live with us for eight months and it was fine. She passed away three months ago. We then sold the barn for £360,000 and bought a cottage in Scotland. I’m looking forward to spending some free time together and then we’re going to go into property development. I’m very happy that everything’s worked out.’ 

NEIL: ‘I’m cynical about therapy but Jim’s approach was very rational. Being honest about my mum was good. We’d avoided talking about the issue for years as it always ended in an argument. With the help of REBT, Jane was able to recognise my reasons for not wanting to move and that Mum moving in with us was just a short-term situation. 
‘Our REBT sessions have meant we both have a new perspective on problems. We can deal with anything and we’re moving forward as a couple again.' 

~~~
10. Afterword

That’s the end of the article.

PS on Neil: Actually Neil had a psycho-dynamic motivator which was never discussed.  He represented himself to his mother as a successful photographer.  This was important to him (his ego fantasy) and to his mother (her reflected glory).  He and his mother could not allow this fantasy to be dismantled, even though it was unfair to keep subsidising his business survival from Jane’s hard work in her very successful business.  This could not be resolved by rational argument or negotiation.  It was finally resolved by the death of his mother.
Asking for feedback: I sent section 9 (above) to Dr Edelstein; and after a few days he got back to me with a new question.  I was very busy at the time, and it took more over a week to get around to responding.  However, on 16th February 2010, I sent him this response:

‘Hi Michael,

I got your email last week in which you asked if I could think of a situation in which dealing with a couple conflict as a case of unfairness could ever be superior to dealing with it in terms of "what works".

 

‘I also note your comment today that you would prefer a brief to a long response.  

 

‘I shall now try to respond to both of those messages.’
 

11. My Example of an Unfairness Issue in Couples Therapy
 

I believe I can think of a situation in which it would be more important for me to deal with a couple-client problem as a problem of unfairness rather than merely a case of "what would work here".

 

Here is my example:

 

Margaret and Frank have four children, aged 18 months and 3 years, at home; and 5 and 7 year olds, at school.

 

Frank goes out to work in an engineering factory five days per week, and Margaret stays at home and takes care of the children and the home.

 

Margaret gets up before Frank to deal with the youngest children.  She then makes Frank's breakfast, and sees him off to work.  Then she gets the older children up and fed and off to school.  She has to take all four of them to the school, and bring two of them home.  Along the way she normally does some grocery shopping.  When she gets home she has to do the housework, washing, cleaning, and so on, and take care of and educate the youngest children.
Because of the ages of the children, she can never take a mental break during the day, and it is even difficult to go to the bathroom without considerable stress.
 

At 5.00pm Frank comes home, gets a beer from the fridge, and flops in front of the TV to watch his favourite sports programmes.  

 

Meanwhile Margaret is feeding the older children, and getting them to work on their school homework.  Then she feeds herself and Frank.  And then she feeds, bathes and puts the two youngest children to bed. 

 

Meanwhile Frank is on his fourth beer, and his fifth TV show.

 

At 9.00pm Margaret finally gets a chance to flop on the settee beside Frank, feeling all used up.  She turns to Frank and asks him if he would be willing to help her around the house when he gets home, as she is beginning to feel totally exhausted, and very aggrieved about his apparent selfishness.

 

They argue back and forth, voices are raised, and she orders him into the spare room.  She does not want to sleep with him anymore, because she feels she is being exploited.

 

The next day, when they have both calmed down, they agree to see a marriage guidance counsellor, and they contact me.

 

That is the end of the scenario.  I believe I have found a situation in which we must deal with the unfairness issues per se, and not turn this into a practical problem between two people.
12. Deciding how to deal with this issue

 

I must now deal with how they present themselves to me:

 

They come to see me, and I quickly establish their work routines, as outlined above, and their presenting problems:

 

She thinks Frank is exploiting her, and refusing to support her.  She thinks his behaviour is grossly unfair.

 

He likes the present arrangement.  He goes out to work in the 'big bad world', and then his contribution is over, apart from mowing the lawn at the weekend, and any DIY emergencies that come up.

 

I have to decide, having been alerted to this issue by you (Michael), whether to deal with this as an unfairness issue or a pragmatic question of "what might work here for both of these people?"

 

My preference is to deal with it as an unfairness issue.
13. Justifying my judgement

 

I must now justify opting for seeing this as an unfairness issue, as opposed to a pragmatic question of 'what works'.

 

Egalitarianism
Firstly, I am an egalitarian with a set of values, and not an amoral, impartial referee, who lets the couple fight things out between themselves as to what is right and wrong.  My system of values is underpinned by the Golden Rule.  Frank should not treat Margaret in a way that he would not like if the roles were reversed.  In addition, I think there is space here for the Utilitarian approach of trying to maximise the greatest (long term) good of both parties.

 

I agree with Dr Edward De Bono that "Without human values there is exploitation, slavery and tyranny.  The whole purpose of civilization is a combined effort to attend to human values".  (de Bono, E. 2005, The Six Value Medals.  London: Vermillion. Page 39)

 

One of my top values is fairness, which is central to deontological moral reasoning, as in the theories of Immanuel Kant and John Rawls.  The value that de Bono highlights, which relates to the case of Frank and Margaret, is this:

 

"Respect
"Respect is a broad word which covers the way you are treated by others.  This includes dignity.  It includes lack of discrimination.  It may include 'belonging'.  It always includes absence of bullying and oppression of any sort.  It includes a concept of 'fair treatment'. ... Informal rules of respect can be brought into play within a family, where everybody is aware of how others should be treated.  ..." (Pages 42-43).

 

Later he says: "Freedom from discrimination and unfairness is of major importance.  Human beings are very sensitive to 'unfairness'.  ... A general feeling of unfairness may be more important than an individual feeling".

Claude Steiner (see below) also emphasizes that acting fairly is a feature of “emotional intelligence”, and that fairness is important in couple relationships.  (Pages 137-138).

 

Empathy

I am also influenced by Carl Rogers' three 'core conditions' for counselling work: Respect, genuineness and empathy.  I feel empathy for Margaret, because I believe she is being treated unfairly by Frank.  Even if Frank's job is very physical, and he has to 'brave the big bad world', that could only justify some recovery time when he gets home, before he joins in with Margaret in getting the kids sorted out and wrapping things up in preparation for a small amount of family relaxation time before bedtime.  As it stands, Frank seems only to be thinking of his own interests.

I would not be respecting Margaret’s rights as an equal human being if I did not treat this case as one of (unthinking?) unfairness.  And I would not be acting from genuineness if I tried to treat this as solvable by discussing it as a ‘conflict of (equal) needs’.

 

14. Appraisal of my view
 

You may think that my stance on this issue is just my subjective opinion, but it is supported by de Bono's perspective; Steiner’s perspective; and that of Hare (1981)
 and Beauchamp and Childress (1989)
.  My position would also be broadly supported by feminists and other kinds of egalitarians.  Furthermore, the Equality Trust has produced a very convincing analysis of vast amounts of epidemiological evidence which supports the idea that 'Equality is better for everybody'.  (See: Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010, below).  And they demonstrate convincingly that inequality makes almost everything about human society worse.  Here's the introduction to their evidence presentation: 

 

"Great inequality is the scourge of modern societies. We provide the evidence on each of eleven different health and social problems: physical health, mental health, drug abuse, education, imprisonment, obesity, social mobility, trust and community life, violence, teenage births, and child well-being. For all eleven of these health and social problems, outcomes are very substantially worse in more unequal societies."  (Sources: The Equality Trust, and Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010
).  

 

Mental health is adversely affected by inequality, and the mental health of exploited wives could probably be shown to normally be worse than wives in more equal relationships.

Some psychotherapists seem to be aware of the need for greater equality in sex-love relationships.  For example, Steiner (1997) says: “Equality takes two: Keep in mind that an emotionally literate relationship requires both partners to work at it as equals.  To do this you must grant each other equal rights and expect equal responsibilities”.  (Steiner, 1997
).

It is my responsibility to teach these ideas to Frank and Margaret, otherwise they will not know the latest thinking on emotionally healthy relationships.  If I just treat this as a squabble in which the concept of fairness is purely subjective, I cannot help this couple.

 

So much for the principles and values related to fairness in relationships.  Now for more pragmatic considerations:

 

15. What works and what does not work
Dr John Gottman, in his marriage lab at the University of Washington, has found that a very simple numerical equation Michaels the boundary between relationships that will work long term, and those that are doomed to separation and divorce.  That equation is this:  You have got to maintain a 5:1 ratio of positive to negative moments in a relationship if you want it to survive.  (See: Gottman, 1995)
.
 

I do not believe Frank has a hope in hell of maintaining a 5:1 ratio of positive to negative moments in his marriage to Margaret, if he continues to ignore her sense of grievance at the unfair balance of work between them in their joint venture - their marriage and reproduction and homemaking.

 

So even on pragmatic grounds I have to draw Frank's attention to the short-sightedness of his approach to flopping in front of the TV when he gets home.  This is not going to work!

 

I would also want to tell Frank that, apart from the issue of fairness, women may be attracted to men who are generous and kind, and that if he wants to keep any woman in his life more than short term, he had better cultivate those traits and values.  (Cf: Marmot, 2005, page 96)
.  At the moment, Margaret sees him as mean, unfair, unsupportive and unkind.  

 

16. Talking about fairness and morality
 

It may be difficult to discuss issues of fairness and morality, as has been argued by various authors: (e.g. Hare, 1981
). Hare resolved this problem by dividing moral thinking into two levels: the intuitive sense of prima facie rules which occur as a gut reaction to a stimulus; and the thinking level.  Our moral intuitions (or ‘gut reactions’) arise out of our moral education and training, combined with some innate tendencies towards prosocial attitudes, such as empathy.  However, sometimes moral intuitions may clash, or we may be split about which of two potential moral options to take, and so we need a higher level: the critical thinking level, at which we talk about the moral issues using non-moral, logical language.

Hare (1981) influenced many theorists who followed him, notably Beauchamp and Childress (1989)
.  In talking about moral deliberation and moral justification, Beauchamp and Childress say that:

“The average person has no difficulty, in most circumstances, in making moral judgements such as whether to tell the truth, whether another person has an untenable conflict of interest, and the like.  The moral life is composed of a rich mixture of directives, parables, and virtues that we learn as we grow up.  Generally these moral guides suffice, because we are not asked to deliberate about or justify either our judgements or the principles that underlie them.  But the experience of moral perplexity and of dilemmas leads to moral deliberation and moral justification”.  (Page 6).

For this reason, we need to be able to justify particular judgements and actions by reference to established rules.  We need to be able to relate those rules to principles.  And we need to be able to justify those principles in terms of ethical theories.  For this reason, we need to study systems of ethical reasoning, such as deontology, utilitarianism and virtue ethics.  Many of these ideas have been taken forward within the American Psychological Society by a number of authors, including the work of Karen Kitchener (1984)
, who explored and outlined the ideas of Hare (1981) and Beauchamp and Childress (1989).  However, the mystery of Kitchener’s approach is that, while she understood that Beauchamp and Childress (1989: page 6) advocated teaching ethical principles to resolve conflicts at the level of rules
; and teaching ethical theories to resolve conflicts at the level of principles; she did not take forward the recommendation to teach and learn ethical theories.  She staked the future of ethical reasoning among APA members on knowing a range of ethical principles, such as beneficence and nonmaleficence.  Beauchamp and Childress were clear that professionals need to understand deontology (or duty ethics), utilitarianism, and virtue ethics, as the core theories of morality, in order to be able to think about conflicts at the level of ethical principles.  Kitchener seems not to have grasped this point.
However, even her work on principle ethics work does not seem to have filtered through to the daily practice of counsellors in the US, as indicated in the work of Urofsky, Engels, and Engebretson:

“This extensive literature review examining the influence of K. S. Kitchener's (1984) introduction of principle ethics on counseling and psychology ethics notes the ultimate practicality of principle ethics. The authors maintain that although a strong influence of principle ethics in the area of counselor education emerges through the review, there is little clear evidence of influence in the areas of counseling research or practice. A primary reliance in the counseling professional literature on K. S. Kitchener's original work has likely resulted in a static understanding of the concepts and a concomitant theory-to-application knowledge gap. Implications include a more thorough and ongoing bridging between counseling ethics, philosophical ethics and practice, and a more overt presence of principle ethics.”    (Urofsky, Engels, and Engebretson (2008), page 67)
.
This research seems to me to suggest that there is a need to increase the interest in, and active study of, moral philosophy and practical ethics among counsellors and psychologists today.

Let me end with a quote from a pamphlet by Dr Richard Paul and Dr Linda Elder at the Foundation for Critical Thinking:

“The proper role of ethical reasoning is to highlight acts of two kinds: those which enhance the well-being of others – that warrant our praise – and those that harm or diminish the well-being of others – and which warrant our criticism.  Developing ones ethical reasoning abilities is crucial because there is in human nature a strong tendency towards egotism, prejudice, self-justification, and self-deception.  These tendencies are exacerbated by powerful sociocentric cultural influences that shape our lives – not least of which is the mass media.  These tendencies can be actively combated only through the systematic cultivation of fair-mindedness, honesty, integrity, self-knowledge, and deep concern for the welfare of others.  We can never eliminate our egocentric tendencies absolutely and finally.  But we can actively combat them as we learn to develop as ethical persons”. (Page 4: Paul and Elder, 2006)
.

~~~ 

I hope this presentation helps to answer your question, Michael.  I have to choose to treat the case of Frank and Margaret as a case of unfairness, and not pretend it is just a squabble between two individuals who are each equally attempting to promote their own greedy agenda.  However, I must also be aware of the need to avoid getting myself into a Drama Triangle, in which Frank perceives me to be Persecuting him, as in Stewart and Joines (1987)
 and Steiner (1997)
. I can effectively avoid getting into a Drama Triangle with Margaret and Frank by utilizing high-level communication skills of the type taught by Helen Hall Clinard
 and Robert Bolton
.

~~~

17. A final exchange with Dr Edelstein
Some time later, I wrote to Michael for one last time:
Sorry for the delay in responding to you.  I have been extremely busy.  Some time ago, in  an effort to illustrate a clear case of unfairness, which would have to be treated as such if it was presented to a counsellor, I wrote to you about the case of ‘Jim and Fred’.  You recently wrote back to me about the case of Jim and Fred, two counsellors in a joint practice, where Fred has started to take Wednesdays off to go shopping, and Jim feels aggrieved because this seems grossly unfair to him.  This is what you said:

 

“If Jim thinks about Fred's taking Wednesday off and decides it's not ok with him, then they have a problem. The new situation is not agreeable to both.”

This seems to be true.   You then say:

 

“If, on the other hand, Jim decides it's ok, then they've settled the issue. It works for the two of them, even though an observer may say it isn't fair.”

Again, this seems to be true.

 

“If they debate about what's fair, Fred could argue that, since he attracts more clients to the center, or since he's suffered racial discrimination, or because he always has deferred to Jim in the past, it IS fair “.

This seems true, but it does not follow logically from your description that therefore there is no case to be made for arguing about fairness issues.  Why not?  Because you are assuming the worst case scenario in all cases: that all that can possibly result from this argument is disagreement.  But that is not the case.  

For example, if I was the Jim character in this scenario, and Fred argued that he brought in enough extra clients to justify taking Wednesdays off, leaving me to hold the fort, then I would say: “Let’s quantify that claim”.

If Fred produces the numbers, and they support his case, then I will be obliged to say:

“You’re right, Fred.  It is fair that you take Wednesdays off”.

So, thereafter, I might feel healthily envious of Fred’s being able to escape every Wednesday, but I would have to agree that the numbers show that this is fair treatment of me by Fred.

You seem to have a built-in blind-spot for this kind of outcome, which may be because you have been enrolled into an ideology which rules this possibility out.  I will explain what I mean by this statement in a moment.

Before I do that, I need to say that, your latest email shows you are opposed to fairness arguments for specific reasons, as follows:

 

“Fairness arguments sometimes go on forever like this (especially with couples, business partners, siblings, and politicians. There's no objective, omniscient being or computer to tell us what's ‘fair’. Humans see fairness from their own, subjective viewpoint.” 

But that is not a very good argument.  Note the qualifier “sometimes” in the first sentence.  Then, consider this question:

“If fairness arguments sometimes go on forever, does that justify always avoiding fairness arguments?”

The logical answer has to be: “No.  If fairness arguments sometimes go on forever, then we should sometimes avoid those fairness arguments”.  

The second argument says: “Because there is no omniscient being or computer to tell us what is fair, all judgements of what is fair must be entirely subjective”.

Is this a valid argument?  No.  It cannot be a valid argument because it involves a false dichotomy between the concepts of “omniscient objectivity” and “mere subjectivity”.

These are not the only possibilities.  There is also the possibility of “a local agreement”, or what is sometimes called “intersubjective” appraisal or agreement.

If you appreciated that “intersubjective” agreement is possible - in the form of a “local agreement” between two or more individuals - you would be able to see that this is often possible in connection with fairness issues.  But you don’t seem to be able to conceive of this possibility.  That brings me to my theory regarding the source of this confusion, which I think is probably widespread among ‘good REBTers’.

What is the REBT position on fairness and equity in couple’s therapy, which is the context you insisted upon for our discussion?  As far as I can tell, it is summed up in these two statements from Ellis et al (1989), page 24
:

Statement One:

“Equity in what one is giving and getting in relationships is largely a matter of subjective judgement.  What seems fair to one person may seem manifestly unfair to another, and individuals may hold widely different views as to how much or what kind of reinforcement it is fair to expect in a relationship”.

Statement Two:

“People’s definition of equity, and their consequent tendency to perceive given situations as just or unjust, often follow from their general belief system” especially their irrational beliefs.

18. Reviewing Statements One and Two

Let us look at Statement One first:  
If equity is ‘largely’ a matter of subjective judgement, isn’t it the case that it is not ‘always’ subjective – which seems to be your conclusion?  This is the problem of dropping qualifiers.  At least some of the time, definitions of equity are not purely subjective, because humans are social animals, and they are normally enrolled into some degree of social agreement about what is or is not the case; what to value and what to disparage, etc.  If we wanted to quantify the ratios involved here, one way to go would be to use the Pareto Principle: to assume that the split is about 80:20; a ratio which crops up in all kinds of studies, across many different disciplines.  That would mean that, in the worst case scenario, 80% of couple conflicts about fairness involve two quite subjective perceptions (with little or no social backup), while in 20% of cases, one of the partners is invoking a well understood and socially agreed instantiation of unfairness.  And even if it is only in 20% of cases that couples bring genuine cases of unfairness to counselling, counsellors have a duty to deal with those minority cases as genuine cases of unfairness.

(Another application of the Pareto Principle here would be to infer that about 80% of all the squabbling about unfairness that you have seen in couples therapy came from about 20% of your clients – again requiring that you deal with the other 80% of your couple clients as if there is at least some chance they can discuss fairness issues without resorting to squabbling).

Secondly, each partner in a couple comes from a community which once enrolled them into their collective judgement about what is fair and unfair in marriage and cohabitation.  At least some of the time, it would be wise to assume that individuals who attend for couple’s therapy are applying the standards of their community to their marriage or cohabiting relationship.  That they are not being ‘purely subjective’ – i.e. they are not making up uniquely individual perceptions or interpretations, but applying socially agreed definitions.  (Of course I agree that, very often, they will be applying distorted perceptions; sometimes as an expression of their irrational thinking; but certainly not in every case).  The fact that an individual client’s perception of unfairness is not agreed with their partner does not necessarily imply that it is ‘purely subjective’.  I might conform to the perceptions of a whole community of agreement elsewhere.  (And again, applying the Pareto Principle, I would expect that about 80% of my clients would raise unfairness issues that are predicated upon the values of their community of origin, and not uniquely subjective [purely personal] opinions).

Thirdly, even in situations in which “what seems fair to one person now seems manifestly unfair to another”, it does not follow that the counsellor must conclude that there are no objective criteria by which to judge this clash of judgements.  Quantification of the disputed elements seems to be the most productive basis for developing an assessment of the degree of fairness or unfairness of any particular action or lack of action; as illustrated in ‘Jim’s’ response to Fred’s argument above.  (Let’s quantify how many extra clients Fred brings to the practice, and see if that justifies taking a whole day out of the practice for leisure).  And furthermore, counsellors should know how to apply the theories of duty ethics (deontology), utilitarianism, and virtue ethics to clients unfairness issues.
Statement Two

Now let us look at Statement Two from above:

“People’s definition of equity, and their consequent tendency to perceive given situations as just or unjust, often follow from their general belief system” especially their irrational beliefs.

This may often be true, but certainly not always.  Sometimes a person will bring up a genuine unfairness issue, which can be measured and agreed upon by any reasonable observer.  It is the responsibility of the counsellor/therapist to keep this in mind, and not to dismiss genuine unfairness issues as if they were manifestations of irrationality on the part of the presenter.  For the therapist to behave with such prejudiced evaluations is enough to worsen the neurotic tendencies of most reasonable clients who are struggling with oppressive unfairness.  Given that the client is likely to be highly stressed, is also likely to ‘roadblock the communication’ between the counsellor and client, as argued by Bolton (1979) and Clinard (1985), because it is an example of ‘avoiding the other person’s concern’.

If one partner claims that the other is behaving unfairly, the counsellor/therapist can check this out my attempting to quantify the basis for the claim; or to measure it against some well established social agreement or norm.  (Of course, it may prove to be beyond quantification, because one is talking in terms of apples and the other of pears.  In such cases, Michael, you are right to say, let’s treat this as a mutual problem, and try to find an agreeable compromise).  However, to say, in every case: “Let’s see what works for both of you”, is equivalent to a cop, called to the scene of domestic violence, in which one partner claims to have been assaulted by the other, saying: “What would work for both of you here?  I cannot take legal action against just one of you.  After all, every complainant is merely subjective!”

It would be even more indefensible for this cop to behave in that way if, when s/he is asked: “How do you know that every complainant is merely subjective”, s/he responded by quoting the Albert Ellis of jurisprudence as once having said: “It may be that most complainants are being individually subjective in most cases”.

I would have to ask that cop: “What gives you the right to turn such highly qualified statements of belief, based on intuitive approximations, into absolute truths?”

~~~

Those are my thoughts on this subject, Michael.  It would be interesting to know how you perceive my take on this issue.

~~~ 

19. Conclusion

I think I have shown that individuals are not ‘merely subjective’, but that they are enrolled into social agreements which result in holding ‘intersubjective beliefs’.  Of course, members of couples may often be inaccurate when they each accuse the other of being unfair.  One or both of them may be operating on the basis of short range hedonism, and trying to balance their account with their partner over too short a period.  Or they may be acting from selfish motives.  Or they may be overstating their own individual contribution to their relationship, and understating their partner’s contribution to their relationship.

However, at least some of the time, when a member of a couple claims that they are being treated unfairly, they are likely to be presenting a pretty accurate picture of the situation.  Therefore, counsellors and therapists need to be able to engage in critical analysis of moral arguments in order to be able to do their best for (some of) their couple clients.
It would be immoral for a therapist to always assume their clients are wrong in claiming that they are being treated unfairly.  It could also have a detrimental effect on the wellbeing of an individual to have their just claim for fairness dismissed out of hand by their counsellor or therapist.  And in discounting claims of unfairness by a client, the therapist runs the risk of road-blocking their communication.

I am grateful to Dr Michael Edelstein for his challenging comments, which have allowed me to clarify these positions.
~~~
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