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Many cutting edge thinkers and activists of our time offered deeply thoughtful and very inspiring presentations at the Dubrovnik peace conference. The conference focus, transforming culture: from empire to global community, dovetailed perfectly with the premises and intentions of the Nonviolent Communication model, put forth by Marshall B. Rosenberg, Ph.D., author of Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life. As my Nonviolent Communication (NVC) presentation came near the end of the conference, I had the opportunity to include key statements of other speakers in my talk, offering an integration of exciting theoretical and scientific information with a practical way to extend the olive branch. NVC, often called compassionate communication, includes methods to engage in and creatively resolve conflict, develop deep empathy and to inculcate authentic personal power, thereby offering people a way to become the agents of cultural transformation itself.

In this article I will define three underlying premises of NVC, share the NVC 4-step model, and tie these in with key ideas other presenters shared in their talks. Delineation of the 4-step model and my interpretation of their transformational aspects are included at the end of the paper. For further information about Nonviolent Communication and to find out about books, trainers, classes and workshops, please look up the Center for Nonviolent Communication, the umbrella organization which supports Marshall Rosenberg’s work internationally, at cnvc.org. and Bay Area Nonviolent Communication, offering comprehensive trainings focused on mediation, parenting, diversity, NVC in corporations, social change, NVC in schools and prisons, NVC for therapists and etc., at baynvc.org.

In her opening remarks, Georgia Kelly said two things that caught my attention: first, that “there is no getting away from war until we deal with why we get into war in the first place;” and second, “what is the work of getting to peace from where we are?” All of the presenters spoke eloquently of imminent and necessary social/cultural changes, making suggestions about what the changes will entail in topics ranging from economics to spirituality. Some, like Tom Hayden, spoke of outward focused social activism while others included inward aspects of social change. I think knowing what this work is for each one of us will inspire much creative collaboration as we “midwife” into fruition the global transformation to sustainable community which has already begun.

A critical part of this work as I see it is having the skills to transform the empire, or domination paradigm, as it lives in me. Born and raised in the domination culture, like the air I breathe, I have integrated it unconsciously into my own inner and outer worlds. As Aftab Omer (author of Beyond False Belonging: Leadership and the Creative Transformation of Culture) said, “humans are to culture the way fish are to water: we are blind to our culture, therefore how can we awaken to our culture, as everything we are is being mediated by culture.” It is like the eyeball attempting to look at itself. Developing the discernment to recognize the domination culture within ourselves is a challenging yet indispensable work fundamental to grass roots social change. The outward reflections of the prevailing culture are very clear: all of the abominable happenings in the world both socially and environmentally are indications of a world desperately in need of an overhaul. Recognizing my part in its perpetuation is neither easy and nor glamorous.

David Korten, key speaker on the last full day of the conference, spoke of “breaking the cultural trance” as a necessity to transform the domination culture. He described in detail and with great accuracy the components of the domination empire; that which constitutes and perpetuates the trance. (Please see his latest book, The Great Turning, for the complete rendition.) How do we break this trance? We consciously and intentionally choose a new story was David’s answer.  In order to choose a new story, we must become conscious of how the assumptions of the habitual story insidiously inform many of our thoughts, actions, use of language and interactions with others. The old story of domination (in which submission and rebellion are inseparable aspects), is based on assumptions such as exclusivity and scarcity—the belief that there is not enough to go around, that there is only enough for me OR you; that people are innately selfish and we must over power others to get what we need; that there is an all knowing, external judge who decrees whether we are right or wrong, good or bad and, accordingly, whether people deserve to be rewarded or punished. I am horrified at times to discover that I have internalized the punishment and reward system within myself and furthermore, so inculcated is this premise that I have been trained to enjoy the suffering of others in some situations. It is these very aspects of my education and training within the domination paradigm that are incumbent upon me to transform if I am to be an agent of change and live into the partnership paradigm.

We are in need of a cultural intervention that breaks the trance of blind assumptions and a skill set that enables inclusion and mutual consideration to flourish. Such interpersonal skills can build peaceful interactions supportive of global sustainability. How then do we actually take the domination paradigm out of our everyday interactions and begin to live the reality of the partnership paradigm and community? Strikingly, the Nonviolent Communication model and premises offer these skills. In one sense NVC is a simple 4-step process and in another it is perhaps the biggest challenge I have undertaken due to the insidious nature of the deeply embedded blind assumptions of the domination paradigm. In order to uproot this web, it is necessary to look clearly at what I do as an individual that constitutes and colludes with the domination paradigm and simultaneously to develop and embody a new consciousness. Three premises fundamental to NVC can help to develop a consciousness aligned with the partnership paradigm: 1) to prioritize the intention to connect with myself and the other; in other words, to embody a consciousness of care and to fully consider the other person before making decisions or taking actions that will effect both of us first; 2) all human beings share the same set of universal needs, a need referring to a certain quality of the flow of life which is constant and continual in all of people; and 3) we are hardwired to want to contribute to the well being of others. In other words, if we could see how, we would prefer to include others and help them rather than to exclude or invite suffering.

Thom Hartmann gave a fascinating talk and stated that the Cooperator Model—meaning democracy and egalitarianism—is actually the genetically hardwired model in life forms, not the dominator model. Furthermore, he made the claim that our natural state is peace and that our biology has defined as the most natural work, creating peace in the world. Hazel Henderson, author of Ethical Markets: Growing the Green Economy, mirrored this claim mentioning Darwin’s lost theory of love: that humanity’s successful evolution is based on the capacities for bonding and cooperation, even for altruism. In NVC this is seen as the need to contribute to others, an innate need we all share. This brings up the question as Thom Hartmann stated it: How do we organize our learned assumptions in order to support that state? This is a critical question for each of us, I think.

Regarding economics Hazel Henderson, as did other conference presenters, advocated upholding the triple bottom line: recognizing and taking into full account the effects not only economically but also socially and environmentally when evaluating progress in order to bring sustainable practices into play. Ms. Henderson has collaborated with others to develop “Quality of Life Indicators,” which can be viewed online at www.calvert-henderson.com. She sees the necessity for “adapting to the age of truth” and mentions the progress in shifting from macroeconomics to systemic, multi-disciplinary models. Our current cultural bias sees money rather than life as the measure of wealth and success, according to David Korten. He noted, “sustainability and equity are inseparably linked and that reallocation of resources is morally necessary.” It is absolutely necessary, and from the standpoint of the partnership paradigm based on inclusion and care, completely natural.

Francis Moore Lappe (please see her new book, Democracy’s Edge) posed a poignant question: “How do we understand that we as individuals are abhorred by what the society has become?” She went on to say that “it is a situation that obliterates our innate sensibilities and over which we feel powerless.” “What robs us of our power?” Ms. Lappe asked her audience. That our learned cultural assumptions keep us desperately disconnected from ourselves, from our authentic experiences, from one another and the natural world in many instances perpetuates this sense of powerlessness, I think. The real wealth of nations, according to Riane Eisler (also the title of her new book), “is the contributions of people and of nature,” including the caring of and for others, she pointed out. In order to include these primary and invaluable contributions we must have a formula for inclusion, connection and consideration: a life-serving model of human qualities and interaction. NVC offers this opportunity.

Ms Lappe also asked,” what is the next historical stage we are creating?” She described “thin democracy,” the one we’re all familiar with, competitive and solely market oriented. She used the term “fat democracy,” which she described as alive with rich qualities such as justice, cooperation, deep empathy and the inner power to be able to effect change positively. Ultimately, such a culture is values driven and holds up mutual accountability, according to Ms. Lappe. We are creating an “emerging mental map,” as she called it, to hold the vision of this new society. The needs language of NVC offers a template for a values-driven consciousness, intrinsically motivated by care, consideration and respect for and connection with all of life.

James O’Dea, president of the Institute of Noetic Sciences and author of Evidence of a World Transforming: From Disintegration to Re-enchantment said, “how we approach each other and ourselves will shape culture.” He defined one aspect of the old story as the “intentional hyperactivity: the conventional, continual intellectual arousal and fragmentation” -- our constant outward focus. He mentioned that our human creativity is covered over by the voice of judgment, and interruption in the pure witnessing state of consciousness. He calls the new story “the Integral Story of Human Development,” and defines the individual’s work as “ the inner work of holding inner and outer simultaneously.” He refers to the universe as “holarchical rather than hierarchical.” This implies an underlying connection between all of life, including all people. This also implies that life is naturally cooperative and self-organizing, as Thom Hartmann shared. It is this very connection that the language of NVC looks to reveal, thus stimulating our naturally cooperative state. 

The fundamental premise of the partnership paradigm is the assumption of “Both/And,” as Johan Galtung depicts in his Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means book and model. When we intentionally hold the space for both/and, an unforeseen creative element is invoked, often illuminating solutions previously hidden to us. James O’Dea stated that the deeper inside ourselves we go, the more capacity we experience for synchronicity and co-creation. One of the primary necessities for creative conflict resolution and social change, then, is to reestablish deep, conscious self-connection. With this authentic self-awareness and the language of universal human needs, it is possible to reveal the connection between oneself and others, thus establishing deep empathy in each interaction. This level of human connection not only invokes creative solutions but also stimulates the natural desire to contribute to others’ well being. The partnership paradigm is inevitably a values-based, or in NVC we say a needs-based model. At the least, intentionally including BOTH oneself AND the other in a values based dialog facilitates mutual understanding and eases coming to mutually satisfying solutions. In NVC this is called “power-with,” as opposed to the habitual “power-over” approach used in many interactions.

Carter Phipps, editor of ‘What Is Enlightenment’ magazine posed the question, “How do we move from seeing evil in people to seeing the cultural context that gives rise to their actions?” Enemy (and savior) images serve only to disown the shadow aspect of ourselves, according to Carter Phipps, thus undermining personal empowerment. Georgia Kelly suggested that what keeps empire in place is our need for heroes onto which we project positive qualities, disempowering ourselves in the process. Simultaneously we scapegoat our negative qualities onto others, the “anti-heroes,” and effectually dehumanize both aspects of ourselves by creating enemy images or savior/messiahs out of our projections. 

This conundrum is unraveled with a simple (yet not necessarily easy) technique in NVC of translating behaviors I don’t like into the underlying needs motivating them. Distinguishing a need from the strategy employed to meet that need is an important aspect of this process. When I discern what need is motivating me (self-connection) and guess what need might be motivating the other (connecting with them), I have in effect humanized the “other” in my eyes. I have transformed the enemy or savior image, for it is not possible to hold enemy or savior images of self or other from a needs- or values-based consciousness. Such projections are visages of an externalized authoritarian, judgmental construct. Needs based consciousness inevitably transforms the habitual thinking and assumptions of the domination paradigm while simultaneously empowering us to live choicefully and from our true values. 

When I see every action as an attempt to meet a universal human need, I have the capacity understand anyone. The needs language of NVC can lead to authentic self-connection and carry with it deep respect, care, consideration and inclusion, which functionally empowers us to take full responsibility for our thoughts and actions and to fully include others in our choice making. And when I transform an enemy image and humanize the “other,” I give a part of myself back to myself, thus becoming more fully alive and whole. This work takes great courage, meaning a full-hearted approach to living. When I own, unravel and transform the shadow and old story parts of me, the new story, the partnership paradigm of inclusion and care is there, alive and naturally present.

As David Korten stated, “there will be no change until we turn from the domination to the partnership paradigm.” He said, and I heartily agree, “Imperative creates opportunity.” The opportunity is for each one of us to begin to create and live from the partnership paradigm. We know and have experienced the disastrous effects of life-alienating cultural norms which perpetuate disconnection from ourselves, from one another and from nature, all of which are necessary for the continuation of the empire or domination paradigm. Now we are faced with an imperative, giving us the opportunity to make a cultural intervention and to shift the cultural norms from empire to community, from domination to partnership with its inherent life-serving values. NVC gives us tools to develop the ears to hear and understand everyone/anyone at anytime. It can serve as a fresh language for a living democracy which includes all voices, all-human needs as integral parts of the constant flow of life. As Jim O’Dea said, “In the presence of love one can say anything.” NVC gives us a practical template to connect with ourselves and others authentically and with deep empathy, to find and open our hearts so that we can do the work of cultural transformation within ourselves, thus bringing on the “Great Turning” from empire to global community.

Some important NVC skills and intentions to develop to support living the partnership paradigm:

A vocabulary of needs/values language; (see the CNVC web site or the book, Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life, by M. B. Rosenberg).

Ability to distinguish between needs and strategies (a need is universal, shared by all humans; a strategy is specific to person, place, time and/or situation. A strategy is a way to get a need satisfied); Self-connection (self-understanding, self-awareness) via needs language: knowing what is motivating my actions in order to take full responsibility for my choices; Prioritizing connection (mutual understanding) with others before taking an action that effects both of us: holding with care Both my need And your need at the same time. 

The 4-Steps of Nonviolent Communication

NVC is comprised of authentic self-expression and empathic listening in the form of 4-steps, designed to stimulate our natural state of compassion and co-operation.

1. Observation as distinct from evaluation. 

2. Feeling as distinct from thought.

3. Need as distinct from strategy.

4. Request as distinct from demand.

Loren Swift is a certified NVC trainer.
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