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Introduction

Joe had a
problem. After living through the 1960s as a hippie and spending
the 1970s on a quest for personal growth, he had finally settled
down. In the 80s, he had a straight job as a mid-level manager in a
large company. In fact, he bragged about having kept a single job
for over three years. "I've just passed 1000 days," he told me when
I met him.

But Joe was torn between wanting to hang onto
this source of stability and trying to do something more creative.
Political action particularly appealed to him. He was eager to
organize the people in his community to do something about the
serious social problems he observed all around him: problems of
crime, police indifference and brutality, environmental pollution,
and more.

Joe was held back by the various "what ifs" that
plagued his mind: What if I try to do this and no one is
interested? What if I succeed and find the project is taking too
much time? What if I spend all this time trying to get things
started, and it doesn't work, and all the time is wasted? What if
other people see what I'm doing and think it's ridiculous? What if
I start doing this, and I end up losing my job? And so on.

Delores had a different problem. She knew what
she wanted to do and was ready to do it. But she didn't know how to
proceed, so for now she felt stuck. She had been working as a
secretary in a large oil company's headquarters for years. Yet now,
in her mid 40s, she felt increasingly dissatisfied because she
wasn't using her skills. She had a background in education, and she
felt there was a major need in her company—and others like it—for
employee training and development. But she had checked her local
help-watch ads and hadn't found anything that seemed to match the
type of work she wanted to do. Where could she go with her ideas?
... Delores didn't know.

Paul faced yet another kind of conflict. It was
closer to home—in fact, it was his home. Paul lived in a power
vacuum. He shared an old Victorian that had been turned into five
apartments with four other tenants. The landlord lived off in
Hawaii, and in his absence there was no one in charge. As a result,
the common areas were gradually going to pot. One tenant paid a
little bit less, because he was the manager, and his job was to
collect the rents, handle arrangements when old tenants moved out,
and find new tenants to move in. He had never been given direct
responsibility for taking care of the common areas, but now a few
of the tenants, including Paul, were becoming very upset. They
wanted the place cleaned up and some repairs done. The manager said
it wasn't his responsibility. Meanwhile, some of the other tenants
said they didn't care that much what happened—and besides, it was
someone else's job. Paul felt something needed to be done—but
what—and who should do it?

In Laura's case, the conflict was more a matter
of interoffice politics. She worked as an administrative assistant
in the head-quarters of a large sales organization, and she saw a
chance to get ahead into a better position in another division of
her company. However, the two managers she worked for were fighting
among themselves, and she felt that one or both of them might do
something to undermine her chances. When she spoke to a manager of
the division that was hiring, he said they already had someone else
in mind; but so far nothing was certain. Was it true, Laura
wondered? Could she still have a chance? Were her current managers
trying to keep her where she was? Did she risk losing her present
position if she tried for the opening more actively? She felt torn
between what she wanted and the inner upheavals in her office which
might stand in her way.

Resolving Conflicts through Conflict Management
Techniques

What these four individuals had in common was
the feeling of being trapped by everyday conflicts. They were so
caught up by the fear of making the right choices, by their lack of
information, by uncertainty, by poor communication, or by other
blocks that they didn't know what to do. So they tended to hang
onto the status quo, although they were clearly unsatisfied with
it. And as long as the conflict blocked them, they couldn't move
ahead to a better and more satisfying situation.

Yet such conflicts can be readily overcome. The
key is to regard them as problems to be resolved: first by
identifying the source of the problem, and then by applying the
appropriate problem solving techniques. For example, techniques
like creative visualization might be used to examine the reasons
for the problem; brainstorming might be used to come up with
alter-natives; automatic writing might be used to ask the inner
self for reactions to these possibilities; and mental imaging might
be used to ask an inner expert for advice in making choices.
Finally, mental control or mind power techniques might be used to
gain enough internal motivation or control to put new solutions
into practice. Each person has the ability to act with resolve to
overcome his or her conflicts.

At times, it can take an outside advisor or
consultant to assess the situation and suggest conflict remedies.
An outsider has the advantage of being detached from the situation.
He or she doesn't have the emotions and fears which can stand in
the way of seeing or solving the conflict. The outsider can look at
the dynamics of the problem dispassionately and suggest appropriate
techniques to come up with solutions that will work.

Of course, anyone in a conflict can learn to use
these techniques by learning to look at the conflict as an outsider
might assess it. He can look within himself and at the dynamics of
the situation to discover the sources of the conflict. And then he
can think of alternative approaches, decide on the best strategy,
and put that solution to the conflict into practice.

Let's look back at the conflicts the four people
described earlier were experiencing. For all of them the solution
was present in the conflict, if only they were able to separate
them-selves from the situation enough to see it.

Joe, for instance, was overloading the conflict
situation for himself by building up all sorts of unnecessary
fears. These stood in his way of doing anything. He was thinking he
had to literally guarantee himself a clear picture of the success
he would achieve if he embarked on his desired project at all,
rather than taking the task one step at a time.

Thus, when I worked with him on coming up with
solutions, I got him to look at his proposed political action
campaign in stages, and to look at each phase as a learning
process. This way, he didn't feel he had to accomplish a successful
campaign when he first started. Since this was the first time he
was doing anything like this, he could concentrate on and feel good
about learning what to do. He could take what he had learned and
apply it to a subsequent organizational campaign. This way, if the
project didn't work out, he wouldn't feel he was wasting his time.
He could think about what worked and what didn't, and create an
improved plan for the future.

At the same time, I helped him work out a
reasonable way of managing his concerns about the time needed to
launch the project versus his time on his own job. First, he needed
to budget the amount of time he was honestly willing to spend on
the new project. Then, he could postpone further involvement until
he felt ready to leave his job, as he eventually hoped to do. He
did not have to make this decisive commitment now. He could wait
and see. By the same token, as other people got involved in his
organizational efforts, he could think about delegating tasks to
others; he didn't have to do it all.

I also helped Joe look more rationally at his
fears about what others would think. He needed to step away from
these concerns, which were based on a desire to present an image of
someone who never made mistakes. If he looked at the whole process
as a learning exercise, where he was allowed to be imperfect, then
his fears about what others would think—really a projection of his
own critic judging himself— melted away.

Once these fear barriers were gone, Joe's next
step was figuring out what to do to put his organizational ideas
into action. Who should he contact? What was the first step? The
challenge now was to come up with ideas and alternatives, and
together we brainstormed. Maybe he could put together some flyers
and place them around the neighborhood. Maybe he could write a
short ad and place it in a weekly city paper that featured local
political reporting, local events, and an extensive classified
section with lots of personal ads. He could have a small organizing
meeting with people responding to these flyers and ads, and then go
from there. By getting rid of the "what ifs" and fears standing in
the way and by creating an action plan, Joe was readying himself to
move on and actually do something. It was time to stop dreaming
about what he might do, feeling stuck, and doing nothing.

Delores also needed to take constructive action
before she could move ahead with her ideas to combine business and
education. The major source of her problem was a lack of
information about what she wanted to do. Once she realized this,
she was able to prepare herself to act. For example, as we
discussed her problem, it became obvious she had been looking in
the wrong job categories in the help wanted columns, since she had
been looking for jobs under education. She was really looking for
something known in business circles as "training," and she should
look there. Also, there were organizations for people in training,
and she could easily go to some of these groups and find leads to
potential jobs. She might even be able to create her own job and
approach companies as an independent consultant offering programs
in education and training. There was suddenly more than one
attractive avenue to pursue.

In Paul's case, he had to accept a more active
role than he expected. Since the conflict grew out of a power
vacuum and the lack of communication between the five tenants, Paul
had to somehow step into that vacuum. He needed to open up channels
of communication, since he most wanted to solve the problem.
Otherwise, if he and the other tenants felt the conflict was not
important enough, the problem would go on. What could he do? We
brainstormed some possibilities. He could approach each one of the
tenants directly, sit down and talk to them, and try to work out a
solution. He could send out a letter proposing a meeting of the
group to decide what to do. When Paul observed that a few of the
tenants felt the problem was important, while the rest of the
tenants felt they had no legal responsibility to do anything—and in
fact did not. Paul had to face the fact that perhaps the tenants
who wanted the community areas kept clean might have to do it
themselves. By looking at the conflict in a problem solving mode,
Paul was well on his way to coming up with some solutions, instead
of griping about the gradual deterioration of the premises, which
had been going on for several months.

In Laura's case, the difficulty revolved around
her lack of knowledge about the political waters of her office—and
her lack of communication with the various personalities involved.
She needed to become more familiar with the political climate
through careful conversations with her managers and with the people
in the other division where she worked. She had to let people know
in a diplomatic way what she wanted. And she had to learn what real
skills were needed for the job she desired so that she could
demonstrate her proficiency—if in fact she had those skills. Laura
had been silent and resentful for too long about the opportunity
she saw slipping away. She needed to do something quickly to
determine the best way to approach getting the new job, if she
decided she was qualified to get it.

Applying Conflict Management Techniques to Any
Problem

The conflict management techniques used with
Joe, Delores, Paul, and Laura are tools that anyone can learn to
use on his or her own. They will help resolve virtually any type of
problem: whether inner conflict or conflict between people.

The whole process starts by looking over your
major conflicts and determining which ones to start with. This
involves setting priorities, since you can only work effectively on
a few conflicts at a time.

Then, too, it is important to look at the
reasons for the conflicts and to pinpoint the source of tension.
This way you can come up with the appropriate solutions. For
instance, some conflicts are due to circumstances in the situation;
others to the personalities of the people involved; still others
may point to a recurring behavior pattern or attitude which trigger
recurring conflicts.

It is helpful to have a picture of some of the
most common reasons for conflicts. Models can suggest particular
strategies and approaches to use in attacking your own similar
conflicts. In the chapters that follow, you'll see examples of
conflict between people resulting from poor communication and
misunderstandings; different agendas, interests, and values;
political power struggles in a group situation; wrong assumptions
about others' actions; a lack of empathy with others' needs and
wants; and problems arising from dealing with difficult or
crazy-making people, who must be handled in a certain diplomatic
way. Just as those represent the most common interpersonal
conflicts, you'll also discover ways of dealing with common
internal conflicts such as being held back by fears, a lack of
information, a belief that one can't do something, or mixed
messages from the heart and the mind. Many of the examples will
probably strike some familiar chords.

There are various techniques you will learn to
use to uncover reasons and sources behind such problems. The
techniques include creative visualization, mental imaging,
automatic writing, and even ask-the-expert techniques. Once you
uncover the first level of reasons and sources, it may become
necessary to go back even further to get to the underlying block.
For example, if a person expresses a fear about doing what he or
she needs to do to solve a conflict, it may be necessary to look at
the reasons the person has that fear. Or if it appears that another
person is standing in the way of achieving a goal, it may become
necessary to ask why that person is acting as a block or whether
that person needs to be there at all.

Once the underlying reasons and sources for the
conflict are uncovered, the next step is to correct the problem
with the appropriate response. For example, if the conflict is
caused by poor communication or a complete lack of communication,
the obvious response is to find ways to open up communication. If
the conflict is due to different agendas, the response becomes one
of negotiating compromises and looking for solutions where both
people benefit: win-win solutions. If there are difficult people
involved, such as hostile-aggressives, complainers, or negative
people who put down everything, the response involves meeting their
actions with the appropriate defensive strategies. And if your own
fears or indecisions are standing in the way, the solution lies in
coming up with methods to overcome these blocks so you can move
on.

Dreaming up options and alternatives can be a
liberating experience, as well as a source of productive solutions.
In fact, if you look on most conflicts as problems that can be
turned into possibilities, you'll have found all sorts of new
routes to personal, interpersonal, and organizational growth. A
conflict can tell you what you need to learn about yourself; it can
provide insights into what is wrong in a relationship so it might
change to become more fulfilling; and it can indicate what kind of
organizational barriers to productivity exist so these can be
overcome.

















1:
The Rational-Intuitive Method for Resolving
Conflicts

The possibility for
conflict exists everywhere. Conflicts arise out of everyday
differences of opinion, disagreements, and the interplay of
different ideas, needs, drives, wishes, lifestyles, values,
beliefs, interests, and personalities of people. Yet conflicts are
more than just debates or negotiations. They represent an
escalation of everyday competition and discussion into an arena of
hostile or emotion-provoking encounters that strain personal or
interpersonal tranquility, or both.

For example, you get a bill from the landlord
which is higher than you think it should be. You go to the landlord
to discuss it. He argues that the increase is justified because his
own taxes have been increased and there has been a rise in the cost
of gas and electricity. Is this a conflict? Probably it's more
accurately described at this point as a disagreement or a
difference of opinion. But then, as with any difference of opinion
or divergence in personal needs and goals, there is always the
potential that a real conflict might develop if the emotions become
engaged or hostility is expressed. Say you claim you won't pay the
increase; the landlord threatens eviction; you raise complaints
about the landlord's past failures to fix problems with the
plumbing; and so on. The result is that at some point, as opposing
positions are expressed more strongly and emotions heat up, this
discussion turns into a conflict. It becomes a heated verbal combat
based on competing or opposing interests, and in some cases.

This kind of scenario plays itself out again and
again at all levels in human relationships—between spouses, lovers,
friends, parents and children, business associates, relatives,
neighbors, everybody. And it can occur internally as well when you
face opposing desires and needs that pull you in different
directions.

When you don't know how to deal with these
situations, the uncomfortable feelings generated by the conflict
can be destructive to you and the relationship. The actual outcome
of the conflict can be even more unproductive and detrimental. For
instance, to return to the landlord example, you might end up not
only paying the increased rent, but feeling resentful toward your
landlord. This might trigger further hostile encounters, leading
eventually to your moving out or to your landlord evicting you. In
the worst case, the initial discussion might actually escalate from
an exchange of heated words to physical violence. On the other
hand, with proper strategy, the potential conflict could be steered
into an alternate more favorable resolution. The landlord might
agree to defer any increase while you agree to seek ways to cut
down the landlord's gas and electricity costs for the apartment.
You might help out by taking on some informal management
responsibilities, which is what the land-lord really needs right
now.

In other words, with the proper conflict
management skills, potential conflicts can be averted or
defused—and even turned into a positive source for improved
interpersonal relationships and personal growth. The key is not to
avoid conflict, which is potentially inherent in all social
interactions and in all personal choices we make, but to recognize
it and manage it skillfully to produce the best outcome.

An ideal technique for doing this is the
rational-intuitive method of conflict resolution. In essence, this
method involves using your reason and your intuition to make
choices about how to react in conflict situations. You base your
approach on the circumstances, the personalities, interests, and
needs of the people involved, and on your own goals, interests, and
needs. This is a powerful approach, because at its heart, any
serious conflict engages the emotions of its participants.
Therefore, one of the first steps in resolving conflict is to
defuse the negative emotions generated by the conflict—both your
own and the other people's. Reason and intuition, rather than
emotions, are needed to counter these feelings. Otherwise, if you
react from your own feelings to these already heightened feelings,
you will only contribute to further raising the emotional tension
level instead of defusing it.

Once emotions are defused, you can use your
reason or intuition, as appropriate, to figure out possible
resolutions acceptable to all involved. Suppose the problem seems
resolvable now. You might begin by figuring out strategies for
arriving at possible resolutions. But if this is an extremely
difficult situation, and there is no realistic way of resolving it
or defusing emotions at the time, you might use this
rational-intuitive method to decide that the best thing to do right
now is walk away. For properly employed, avoidance can be as
effective a choice as working out the problem.

Once you've learned to understand, assess, and
make these choices in the conflict or potential conflict situations
you encounter, you will optimize your ability to gain what you want
from the particular conflict. Also, you might have something to
gain from the people with whom you are in conflict. And if a
particular conflict is a barrier to something you want, by
over-coming it you might achieve your goal, too.

This chapter describes the basic
rational-intuitive model, and then subsequent chapters describe how
to use it in handling different stages and types of conflicts. The
many examples will help you see how the method might be applied in
various conflict situations.

The Rational-Intuitive Conflict Management Model

The basic way to use the rational-intuitive
approach to managing conflict is to look on any conflict situation
as a problem or potential problem to be solved. Then, you select
the appropriate problem solving techniques from an arsenal of
possible strategies for dealing with the conflict. The strategy you
select will depend on what stage the conflict is at (potential
conflict, developing conflict, open conflict), the importance of a
particular resolution of the conflict to you, an assessment of what
the other person needs and wants, and the types of emotions
released by the conflict. Then, having selected the appropriate
technique, you determine the best way to apply it. The choices you
make depend on both your ability to assess the situation and the
alternatives rationally, your ability to intuit what option is best
for the situation, and your ability to put that choice into
action.

Whenever you find yourself in a conflict or
potential conflict situation, you should go through a quick
checklist (like the one that follows). Depending on your answer,
choose the appropriate response. It may take some time to learn to
do this, because at first you will have to think your reactions
through. But in time, as you use this approach, you will find that
the choices come spontaneously. It's like flashing through all the
options in your mind in a moment, and then intuitively choosing the
ones you want to employ in a particular case.

The following chart describes the questions to
ask and strategies to use. Subsequent chapters describe how and
when to use each of these strategies in more detail, so when you
are in a conflict situation yourself you can review your options
and decide the best ones to choose.
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Part
I: Clearing Out the Emotional Closet






2:
Overcoming Two of the Major Sources of Conflict: Anger and
Mistrust

This chapter
describes some cases involving anger and mistrust, and illustrates
how each situation might be resolved. Then it suggests how you
might overcome such barriers yourself.

Putting Anger Aside

Anger can build up over time in any
relationship. There can be real hurts, imagined hurts, and new
hurts on top of past hurts, which keep mounting up. Attempts to
express the anger can sometimes lead to even more hurts. Your anger
might feed the other person's anger, and his yours, until you
scream, or stop talking entirely (or start talking behind each
other's backs!). There can seem to be no way to stop the escalating
spiral. Each person thinks the other is acting out of bad will, and
sees each new action, no matter how innocent, as another
attack.

An example of this happened to Mona, Dennis, and
some of Mona's neighbors. Mona had been living in a building with
very low rent and very thin walls for about 15 years. One problem
was that her lifestyle created a fair amount of noise, since she
was an energetic, heavy woman, who worked odd hours as a computer
programmer. At times she banged the cupboards and the doors, walked
around on uncarpeted floors in wooden shoes, and once decided to
beat out her carpet at midnight. The paper-thin walls in the
building didn't help. When some of the tenants tried to approach
Mona about her noise, Mona became angry—in fact, downright
hysterical according some tenants. She yelled back at the other
tenants, accusing them of making noise themselves and blaming her
unfairly. And then she would storm back into her apartment and slam
the door.

In turn, Mona had her own complaints. For
instance, her next door neighbor Dennis once had a very sick friend
stay with him for about two weeks. While the man was dying, Mona
could hear the noisy oxygen machine whirring and the man moaning at
all hours of the night. Although she was sympathetic, she couldn't
sleep. She made Dennis angry in return by banging on his walls late
at night, when the noise became unbearable. When Dennis asked her
to be patient, because the man was suffering so much and had only a
few days of life left, she responded bluntly: "Well, I'll die
myself if I don't get any sleep soon."

Her relationships with the other tenants and her
landlord were deteriorating, too. One elderly woman, Mildred,
thought Mona made just about every loud noise she heard in the
building, and reported her to the landlord. But when Mona brought
her own complaints to the landlord about other tenants—about
Dennis, and about the people below her whose unpleasant cooking
smells rose up into her apartment through the vent—she felt they
were ignored. The landlord seemed to think that Mona was
responsible for everything that went wrong in the place.

I met Mona when I was participating on a
neighborhood conflict resolution panel for Community Boards in San
Francisco. The situation had become desperate. Mona's landlord had
given her an eviction notice, which she was fighting. She wanted to
stay, since in spite of it all she liked her apartment and the low
rent. She felt she had some valid gripes of her own about the other
tenants; but no one listened to her. Everyone seemed to think she
was nuts. The good part was that everyone, including Mona, was
willing to talk about the situation to try to resolve it.

At first, it looked like they weren't going to
make it. Mona and Dennis started airing their long lists of
complaints. Mona had actually been keeping a record of presumed
offenses by other tenants, particularly Dennis, for several years,
and she began to reel them off, her body rigid with anger.

They say it's me, but Dennis has been making
noise that's driving me crazy. He has the radio on late at
night.... He's got all his stereo equipment in his bedroom which is
right next to mine.... His answering machine gets calls at odd
hours, and he keeps his phone right against the wall ... He slams
the door to the bathroom shower.... He's noisy at his closet. Once
I heard him open it five times at 12:30 a.m.... I think I'm dealing
with a pathological noise maker....

And I've been trying not to make noise ... but
everyone blames me .... I go to work worn out from this
situation.... There's no way to get away from the noise....

For about 15 minutes she went on, angrily airing
gripes that had been festering over the years. Then, Dennis came
right back with his own gripes about her.

Ridiculous. She claims I'm making all this
noise. Hah. I hardly get any calls when she says ... I'm not even
home that much, and almost no one calls. They all know my schedule
at work....

And when I once asked her for her patience about
my sick friend, she yelled at me.... She's called the police ... I
try to talk to her, but she rants and raves. It's just an
impossible situation. I wish she would move.

When Mildred and the landlord weighed in with
their own complaints, things got even more tense. Hilda complained
of banging doors at midnight and being called names. She spoke of
other tenants who had moved. The landlord spoke of Mona's constant
complaining and his own desires for quiet and peace. "That's why I
finally gave up and gave her the eviction notice," he said. "I've
told her not to slam the door, but she does. And she walks loudly.
I've had so many complaints, I got fed up."

The tension in the room was electric. Mona
bounded up. She had still more complaints she wanted to read about
Dennis. She wanted to respond to the charges against her. She had
so much more to say—so much anger over what had been going on for
years. She was like a stick of dynamite ready to blow, and she
aired her list of gripes with even more intensity, accusing the
owner, Dennis, and the other tenants of even more offenses.

And then, finally, the crisis mounted to its
boiling point, as Dennis got up with a frustrated outcry.

"I'm not going to listen to all this stuff
anymore," he an-announced. "What's the point?" And with that, he
bounded up and headed out the door.

Mona seemed oblivious and was ready to continue
on with more of her charges. But this incident was the turning
point.

"What do you really want to get out of this
meeting?" one of the members of the conflict resolution group asked
her. "Do you just want to dump your gripes on everyone and that's
it?"

"Then we asked her if she wouldn't rather work
on trying to find some solutions. If so," we told her, "it looks
like you're going to have to put your gripes aside and let go of
your anger. You'll have to put all that in the past. Now is the
time to think about what you can do to resolve the situation and
work together peacefully. If you keep dumping all this anger,
everyone is just going to get mad, and nothing is going to change.
Dennis has already walked out because he doesn't want to listen.
Are you willing to put your anger about the past aside and look to
the future?"

At first, Mona resisted. "But," she burbled,
waving her list, "they did ... she did ... he did ..."

Each time she tried to rehash old angers, we
called her back.

"Are you willing to think about what you can do
together in the future to resolve this problem? Are you willing to
let go of your anger?"

And then, amazingly, she calmed down. She closed
her book and quietly nodded yes. At once, it was like the charged
electricity in the room dissipated. Mildred and the landlord, who
were poised on the edges of their seats ready to take off like
Dennis, moved back in their chairs. They were now willing to
listen.

"What do you think you can do to help solve the
problem?" one of the panelists asked Mona. "How do you think you
can help to make the building more quiet?"

For the first time, Mona had some positive
suggestions. "I'll be careful about closing the door. I can wear
some slippers during the day instead of my wooden shoes."

When Mildred and the landlord tried to bring up
their own past angers, we stopped them too.

"She said that before, but didn't do it," said
Mildred.

"She's always so noisy," said the landlord.
"She's always complaining. How do we know things will be any
different?" "No, that's about the past again. Think of the future,"
we reminded them. Eventually the landlord agreed to try. He would
hold off on pursuing the eviction to see if the situation resolved
itself, and he would speak to Dennis, too, to let him know that
Mona had agreed to try. Mona would try to work towards a future
solution with Dennis as well. Everyone left on a note of hope.

All still had complaints and resentments and
angers from the past. But they had agreed to put them on hold, so
they could go on to a more peaceful and quiet way of living
together in the future.

The conflict resolution process worked for two
key reasons. First, some of that anger had to be let out. The
panelists had all been holding in a reservoir of anger for months,
and it had swelled to the point where the dam was about to burst.
But after the most violent flood waters were released, it was
necessary to put the dam back up. If all the anger was let go, it
would have flooded and destroyed everything.

It's like that with anger. A conflict situation
can produce a great deal of anger, and there's often a need to
release some before people can talk. But after a point, as in the
case of Mona and her fellow tenants and landlord, the release of
anger can destroy the possibility of future communication. It can
make everyone even more angry, until no one wants to talk—like
Dennis, who fled from the room.

You may never be in a situation where you have a
conflict resolution panel to tell you to put your anger aside. But
you can call a halt to it yourself.

Say you find yourself getting angrier and
angrier as you air your gripes, and you find that as you do your
complaints are only making the other party madder and madder. You
can tell yourself: "I've got to stop. I have to let go of my anger.
I have to think about what I can do to resolve this situation in
the future. It's time to stop rehashing to past now." Or suppose
someone is confronting you with some of their own complaints that
make you angry. Again, tell yourself to calm down and let go.

The key in situations where the anger level is
rising too much, or has been up for too long, is to let the other
person know you want to stop the release of anger so you can get on
to a resolution. Explain that you don't want to deny the anger or
its validity, but that you want to put it on hold. In its place,
you want to look at the conflict itself. What does it mean, here
and now, and what can you both do differently in the future to work
things out? You might say something like: "Yes, I know we are both
angry, but this anger isn't getting us anywhere. I'd like to
propose that we put it aside. Let's agree that some bad things
happened in the past and that we feel upset with each other as a
result. But now let's try to work together on what we can do in the
future."

This can be a particularly useful approach if
you are in conflict with someone you have to continue to deal with,
such as a neighbor, a co-worker, or a spouse. You may have strong
feelings of anger that built up over time. You may need to vent
some of it to show that you are mad; that you feel the person has
treated you badly; that you don't plan to take such behavior
anymore. But when your anger begins feeding on itself and making
the other person even madder, turn it off. Take control of that
anger. Put it back in the bottle—like locking up a genie—so you can
go on to finding a solution. Otherwise, you will remain stuck in
the past with all its hurts. The situation will only get worse if
you continue to dump endless anger and hostility on each other.

Thus, when you see that anger is standing in the
way of reaching a solution, it's time to stop the process. Put that
anger away. It may still exist; you may not be able to deny it; but
you must take charge and control it. For only then, with your past
anger under control, can you work together productively in the
present for a solution to the conflict.

Learning to Listen

Sometimes when a person feels angry or fearful,
he has to get those feelings out, or they can serve as a block to a
relationship. Only after this person is heard out and reassured can
ordinary non-conflict communication go on. If the person is not
allowed to vent, hostility and suspicion can build, and
communication can erupt into chaos and uproar.

It can be hard to listen when you're confronted
by someone like this. You may want to walk away, evade the issue,
or change the subject. That might even work if there is no further
need to deal with that angry, fearful person. Speakers in a crowd
sometimes do this. They cut off or turn away from a hostile heckler
and go on to someone else. But if you want to preserve your
relationship, you might have to listen while the other person
vents, and calm fears that might lead to conflict. After everyone
relaxes, ordinary conversation can proceed.

This happened when Gerard came to town to meet a
group of students. They had studied his methods of psychic and
spiritual developments with one of his trainers, Nancy. Nancy had
been teaching the students for the past two months, and this was a
chance to meet with the man who had originated these ideas.

One of the women who came to this small meeting
at Nancy's house had some concerns about the value and legitimacy
of these methods. Anna had hinted at her doubts the previous night
at the final class meeting when she expressed her worries about the
potential dangers of these spiritual teachings. Nancy had calmed
her fears by pointing out that Gerard's teachings were designed to
only help people develop and improve themselves. Also, Nancy noted
that as long as she had been teaching the class herself, she had
never talked about using these powers to do anything negative.

Anna had quieted down and held her questions at
the time, but her worries and fears were still there. When she met
Gerard, who developed these teachings, her concerns spilled over.
This time there was no one in charge and no other planned program
to hold her back. After the initial introductions and pleasantries
were over, her barrage of questions and accusations began.

Don't you think psychic teachings can be used
for evil?... How do you use them?... If you teach enlightenment,
why should it be necessary to teach about psychological defense
methods, too?... I've read about all of these gurus who have gotten
involved in power and money trips. What are your own
motivations?... Do you really have the powers you claim yourself?
Are you willing to try an ESP test for me?... How can you claim
your methods are only used for the good, when historically, such
techniques have been used for killing and sacrifice.... Why do you
want to teach others your methods? What do you get out of it?
What's in it for you?

The questions went on and on for about an hour.
Everyone could feel the current of hostility and fear in the air.
Gerard tried to answer her as best he could. Several times he
explained that his own teachings were designed to be positive
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