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This book is dedicated to all people who have recognized the senselessness of strife, struggle, and force; who are tired of conflict, confrontation, and aggression; who wish to learn to live in peace with their partners, their families, the different generations, with friends, colleagues, acquaintances, relatives, and neighbors, with those of other nations, other races, and other religions, and not least with themselves.





Introduction



More and more people are beginning to realize that all is not well with the way in which we relate to each other. They are experiencing difficulties in their family relationships, in their closest friendships, and with their wider circle of acquaintances, both in their private and working lives.


Apart from a few mentally or emotionally disturbed people, scarcely a human being exists who lives a completely solitary life. Even in large cities, people who live alone have some contact with others on a regular basis, while most of us have extensive experience with social relationships.


Why then does this experience serve us so poorly? Why has the social historian Arnold Toynbee been able to say that while we have developed dramatically in intellectual, scientific, and technical spheres, our relationships with other people are much what they were five thousand years ago? People loved and hated in ancient Babylon much as they do today.


Although it appears that human beings have developed lopsidedly in this way, at the same time we have also developed sciences that can assist us in our social relationships: psychology, sociology, politics, and economics. And how does religion come into the picture, that important resource that, in all its various forms, includes among its concerns many rules and principles for social conduct? Every major religion teaches about the love of God and love for our fellow human, and love is undoubtedly a fundamental ingredient in successful relationships.


What prevents us from putting this knowledge into practice? To me, there seems to be only one answer: our prejudices, and we can only overcome these through a new understanding – an understanding of ourselves and of others.


This book is concerned with understanding each other. I have discussed means of gaining greater understanding of ourselves in my previous book, The Way to Inner Freedom.1 Both books are based on my experience with thousands of people, both in groups, seminars, courses, and lectures, and in my psychotherapy practice. The examples in this book have come from these encounters, many of which have, for obvious reasons, been modified. They are experiences not of people who are mentally ill, but of everyday experiences we can all identify with.


The chapter headings present those principles I consider to be most important in learning to interrelate effectively.


I am indebted to Alfred Adler’s teachings on Individual Psychology, my teacher Dr Alexander Müller, and my friend Professor Dr Rudolf Dreikurs. I thank my beloved wife for her knowledge, love, and faith, and my son Stefan for the many valuable suggestions he made while reading the manuscript.
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Decide more consciously


 


Everyone thinks of changing humanity, and no one ever thinks of changing himself.


Leo Tolstoy


It is Mrs Martin’s birthday. Her sister and mother have come to visit. Mr Martin, probably for no other reason than to get the conversation going, innocently tells them that he ordered his wife’s present four weeks ago. It still hasn’t arrived, he says, so he had nothing to give her this morning.


“Typical!” is the mother’s reaction, and she asks him whether he had at least given her a card – to her such things are extremely important. Mr Martin grew up in a family in which the routine giving of cards was not so important, and when he says that he hasn’t, the mother cannot restrain herself from letting everyone know that she would have expected nothing else from a man like that. Within a very short space of time the atmosphere has become so dreadful that the mother leaves early, completely spoiling Mrs Martin’s birthday, and leaving her sad and tearful.


And so it goes. A forceful mother has apparently been able to manipulate her grown child’s emotional state. How is it possible for a person to be so deeply influenced by another?


Everyone who gets angry, frustrated, or unhappy generally knows exactly whose fault it is. We are accustomed to blaming other people for our negative feelings and our emotional states.


Most people are unaware of the possibility of any other reaction, but there is an alternative, which follows from the realization that no one in the world can make me angry, because my anger is my anger and nobody else’s. Only I can invoke my anger, and I can choose whether or not to express it. When somebody else gets angry, they too – though often subconsciously – have chosen to get angry. We are all decision-making human beings who decide on some level to do everything we do. Each thought, each feeling, each desire, each expectation, and each expression is the result of a decision, for the most part made subconsciously.


Most people do not want to accept this realization, because they do not want to take the responsibility for their bad feelings. It seems so much more rewarding to blame others. This way we always have a wonderful excuse for our bad temper and moodiness: “It’s your fault!”


In our example, everyone thinks the mother is to blame. Yet Mrs Martin, the birthday girl, could have decided not to react angrily to her mother’s aggression. She could also have decided to feel sorry for her mother and help her. At the same time, it would have been important to cast a loving glance at her husband, or even to have given him a hug. That would have shown that she did not mind the delay in receiving the present. If the two of them, husband and wife, had shown their love and unanimity in this way, the mother’s aggression would merely have been a ripple in the ocean, and she in turn would have learned how well “the children” loved and understood each other, so that such small mishaps were of no importance.


The next conscious step that Mrs Martin could have taken was to consider how she could help her mother, because when her mother behaves in this way it shows how unhappy she really is. Aggressive people are usually expressing anger arising from hurtful experiences they have had, often as children. They learn to use their aggression to excuse their own faults, to demand attention, to feel superior (or at least to avoid a sense of inferiority), or to avenge themselves for an injustice that they feel has been done to them. Thoughts like this may not have occurred to Mrs Martin, but adopting this sort of approach would have prevented her from reacting impulsively to her mother’s behavior.


Perhaps you are thinking that you would have to be superhuman to have such an attitude – only saints could behave this way! But you do not need to be a fanatical perfectionist to make these suggestions work, just an optimistic realist. The following reflections may help to clarify the method of deciding more consciously.


The mother had no right to ruin her daughter’s birthday. Mr and Mrs Martin have been treated unjustly, yet they have done nothing wrong. So who is better off, the person who has done wrong or the person to whom the wrong has been done? Mr and Mrs Martin are happy; they love each other. Why should they suffer the injustice the mother inflicts on them? They can recognize that people who spread poison and want to make others unhappy cannot be happy themselves, and therefore need help.


Of course, Mr and Mrs Martin could misuse this awareness and help the mother simply to feel superior. There is nothing that a person cannot misuse, and purity of motive will be looked at in the next chapter.


A change of thinking is required to recognize that it is not other people who make us angry. We determine our own feelings and moods, even if we do so subconsciously. This realization leads to another, which is equally important. We have a vested interest, even if we are not always aware of it, in choosing to have feelings that have a disruptive effect on our relationships.
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Decide for purer motives


 


Let each one remember that he will make progress in all spiritual things only insofar as he rids himself of self-love, self-will, and self-interest.


St Ignatius Loyola1


Human beings, however they relate to other people, pursue purposes, intentions, and ambitions of which they are not necessarily conscious.



Excuse



Rita lives in a university town in a furnished room. The family that has rented her the room is very noisy, so her studies are constantly being disrupted. This makes her irritable and angry.


Rita has lived there for months, but until now she has kept her anger to herself and has not considered looking for another room. Although she knows that she feels angry, she does not understand that she has deliberately chosen to keep her anger inactive because it provides her with the perfect excuse should she fail in her studies. She has little faith in herself and lives in continuous fear of failure – hence her investment in her anger. If she were aware of this investment, she could learn to take less notice of the noise, or to ignore it. She might even decide to take some decisive action, to talk to the family or find another room.



Attention



Mr Miller comes home from work in a bad mood. His wife greets him lovingly as usual. Noticing how angry he is, she asks him what has happened at the office. He tells her that recently his colleagues have seemed to take less notice of him; then today, when he asked a perfectly straightforward question, they virtually ignored him. His wife gives him a hug and comforts him. Together they discuss what he could do to improve the situation. After the conversation, Mr Miller’s bad mood has disappeared.


This example shows clearly that the purpose of the bad mood, the motive for it, was to obtain sympathy and attention. This may sound improbable, but remember that this sort of motive often operates quite unconsciously.



Superiority



Mrs Cook is clearing the table. A knife falls on the floor, and her husband reacts immediately: “You can’t even clear the table without dropping something!” Mrs Cook feels so angry that she turns around and shouts at her husband, defending herself loudly. She feels unfairly treated and reacts just as a child would. If the situation had been reversed she would have acted quite differently. Mr Cook reacts to her anger with increased aggression, and as usual, they provoke each other until a big quarrel develops and one of them leaves the room.


This sort of situation is an archetypal power struggle. Mr Cook lacks self-confidence, so he considers it necessary – again unconsciously, of course – to disparage his wife. When he tells her how stupid she is, he means that he considers himself to be cleverer than her, and thereby surreptitiously achieves for himself a feeling of superiority over his wife. He needs this feeling to make himself feel important.


How could Mrs Cook have reacted differently to her husband’s insult? If she had understood the reason behind his need to disparage her she might have seen, beneath the surface of this grown man, the hurt child who felt he had to disparage others in order not to appear inferior. She only makes a small mistake while he makes a big one. He abuses her slight mishap, making a mountain out of a molehill. Instead of feeling humiliated and being lured into her husband’s game, she could have looked at ways in which she could help him, either by choosing not to react at all, or by passing over the incident with a little joke.



Retaliation



Mrs Cutter has just moved to a small town and goes into a delicatessen which she has not visited before. She waits to be served, but just as her turn comes the clock strikes one, and a crowd of workers from a nearby firm come in to buy their lunchtime sandwiches. The assistant tells her that she must serve these people next, or they will not get their lunches in time. Mrs Cutter protests, but the assistant is unmoved. Mrs Cutter storms out. “I’ll buy what I need somewhere else!” she hisses.


Mrs Cutter is taking her revenge on the assistant. The purpose of her anger is retaliation. Her anger is justifiable, but what does she achieve with it? Perhaps the assistant feels angry too; the workers presumably seem important. But it is Mrs Cutter who suffers most from her anger – she has to find another shop, which takes time and effort.


What could she have done? If she had already known how to avoid anger she might have prevailed upon the assistant, or turned to the workers and explained that her husband would soon be back from work and would have to wait for his lunch. They would surely have understood this. She could have let the workers go ahead and been patient and good-humored for five minutes. Those five minutes, occupied in pleasant conversation, could have enriched everyone present.


These examples illustrate some of the motives behind our social behavior, of which we may be completely or partly unaware. As Adler says, “Man knows more than he understands.” But the most interesting thing is that where socially disturbing behavior is concerned, these four motives – excuse, attention, superiority, and retaliation – can explain our anger (though there is also a range of secondary goals).


We reach these motives not by asking, “Why am I getting angry?” or “Why is the other person getting angry?” but by asking instead, “What is the purpose of the anger?” The question “Why?” is justified in the realm of the physical and material, but where mental or emotional matters are involved the causative way of looking at things is generally of secondary concern – it is ineffective; it improves and achieves nothing. The answer may be interesting, but it usually only offers a seemingly plausible explanation for something that has a deeper purpose. In emotional matters it is more instructive to proceed “teleologically” – to recognize the purpose, the goal, the intention, the meaning, or the motive for a way of behaving.


A knowledge of the four motives of excuse, attention, superiority, and retaliation not only increases our understanding of each other, but can lead, often in unsuspected ways, to more harmonious, positive, and peaceful relationships. Such an understanding helps us to see how we can proceed when we feel angry:


1. I can recognize the goal I am pursuing by being angry.


2. I will thereby understand the other person better.


3. My attitude toward them will thus change.


4. Once I have explained their motive to them in an appropriate way, they cannot continue as before.


To see clearly how this method works, let us take another example:


 


Mr and Mrs Potter are out walking and meet one of Mrs Potter’s friends. The two women arrange a time to meet. “Make a note of it,” says Mr Potter. “No,” says Mrs Potter, “I can remember.” When she and her friend arrange a further meeting, however, she does decide to write it down. “It’s always the same,” says her husband, “You never do what I suggest first time around!” The banter continues for a while until they both realize that Mrs Potter’s friend is waiting for them to stop.


Although this is clearly another power struggle, and not even a concealed one, neither of the participants has really recognized it as such, a very common occurrence in our everyday relationships.


In this example the husband is the more aggressive person, and Mrs Potter, for the moment the one being attacked, is in a better position to behave appropriately. Taking our four “steps of understanding”, she could have looked at it this way:


1. To understand her husband’s socially disturbing behavior, she could ask herself, “How am I reacting?” and “How does he react to my reaction?”


She defends herself against her husband’s I-know-better attitude; therefore she is not seeking an excuse. Neither does she need to attract attention – she already has it. She is hardly looking for revenge, and so only the goal of superiority remains. Is that what she really wants? Not directly, but she does want to avoid the position of inferiority, in which her husband wants to place her. In the ensuing power struggle, it is superiority that is at stake.


2. By recognizing the goal, Mrs Potter understands her husband better. But as long as somebody finds it necessary to demonstrate superiority, they betray their fear of being inferior.


3. When Mrs Potter recognizes this, she can change her attitude toward her husband and can see the little boy against whom she hardly needs to defend herself. It is he who needs help. She can recognize that the present situation is about his problem, which she does not need to make hers.


4. The first step toward helping him is not to be drawn into an argument, because her husband cannot argue on his own. A soldier alone on the battlefield has no one to fight. Also, by recognizing her husband’s true motive, she cannot be made angry by him; thus she can remain calm and even-tempered. She can now decide to behave lovingly toward her husband, and even to give him the power that he wants. She does not have to be powerless or inferior to offer him power. Other practical measures are discussed in later chapters.


 


This method of recognizing one of the four immediate goals should be used not only with other people but with yourself too. No one readily admits that they are pursuing a negative goal, which makes the application of the method to yourself quite an exercise in self-awareness. I say more about this method of self-awareness in my book on self-education.2
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Believe more strongly


It is better to believe than to disbelieve; in so doing you bring everything to the realm of possibility.


Albert Einstein



Five outer and five inner senses



We are not only beings with bodies, and not only beings that also have minds – in addition to physical and mental powers we also have spiritual powers. The physical powers are familiar to us: they are our most primitive powers, powers we have in common with all the animals – the five outer senses of perception. When people resort to physical means of expression – to brute force – at that instant they have left the level worthy of human beings and put themselves at the level of the animals.


Among the mental powers are the five inner senses. The first inner sense is the common sense that mediates between the inner and outer senses. It conveys that which has been perceived by the five outer senses on to the second inner sense – the power of imagination. After we have imagined whatever has been perceived, we reflect on it using our reasoning, form it into concepts, then convey what has been conceptualized to our fifth inner sense, our memory.


Our spiritual powers include intuition and the power of expectancy or faith. Unfortunately these spiritual powers are not taken seriously enough nowadays because they elude scientific research, research that works predominantly with the techniques of scientific method. The spiritual dimension is independent of the categories of space and time, and cannot be comprehended by measuring, counting, and weighing.
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