

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




Radius Book Group


A Division of Diversion Publishing Corp.


New York, NY 10016


www.RadiusBookGroup.com


Copyright © 2020 by Meysa Maleki


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storage and retrieval, without the written permission of the author.


For more information, email info@radiusbookgroup.com.


First edition: June 2020


Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-63576-369-0


eBook ISBN: 978-1-63576-370-6


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020900779


Manufactured in the United States of America


0 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Cover design by Nicole Hayward


Interior design by Radius Book Group


Radius Book Group and the Radius Book Group colophon are registered trademarks of Radius Book Group, a Division of Diversion Publishing Corp.




Dedicated


[image: image]


To Love Force (whoever she is) for her innumerable blessings and operating in my life in unimaginable ways


To my children, Aran and Delsa, and my life partner, Dr. P. Davoudpour, for being the pillars of my strength


To my brother, Dr. H. Maleki, who has influenced and shaped my ideas about the world in profound ways


To Mom and Dad for their sacrifices


To Harold Niman, Deb Matthews, and Alfred A. Mamo for their world-class mentorship


To Mark Fretz for his invaluable insight


To Eckhart Tolle for introducing me to a deeper dimension


[image: image]




[image: image]


“Hell is just—other people.”


Jean Paul Sartre, Huis Clos (No Exit)1


In philosopher Jean Paul Sartre’s play, Huis Clos (‘No Exit’), one man and two women are locked together in hell for eternity, where there are not even any mirrors to reflect who they believe themselves to be. At the conclusion of the play, one of the characters concludes that “Hell is just—other people.” The statement is profound. It implies that there is us, and then, there is hell. What makes us experience “hell” is not the other person, but how we choose to identify our experience of that person. And, since we define our entire life in relation to other people, by choosing to express our experience of them as hell, we instantly define our life as hell.


Against this backdrop of hell, we create a universe of animosity and mistrust, and we immediately analyse all spheres of interpersonal life through this lens. This propensity to define the other as “hell” may appear exaggerated, but given the evidence of toxic emotions such as greed, jealousy, fear, and anger that pervade the human consciousness, we come to see that it is an all-too-common state of mind for humanity.


We are particularly vulnerable to experiencing the other as hell when our different likes and dislikes, and varied modes of life and preferences, pit us against the other. When we treat one another as adversaries or enemies, we have to make concessions eventually to accommodate or to decide to dominate, above all else, to meet our needs in this highly interpersonal universe. We call this situation of being pitted against the other “conflict,” and our response, “conflict resolution behaviour.”


In this interpersonal universe where conflict is not only a possibility, but an inevitability waiting to happen, it is unfortunate that most of us are not asked to think about conflict consciously from an early age. We see violence on television. We watch our parents handle their conflicts without much skill. We may even become pawns in the bitter separation of our parents, who, in our name, vehemently pursue their desire for revenge.


As children, we watch cartoons that pit good guys against bad guys. As adults, we watch our leaders respond to conflict by starting wars, each side framing the conflict as us being in the right and them being in the wrong. We become accustomed to politicians blaming opposition parties for the problems they face. Watching protestors engaging in angry, violent protests no longer fazes us. In the words of the author of Practicing Peace in Times of War, Pema Chodron, “Sometimes they’re wearing Klan outfits, sometimes they’re wearing Greenpeace outfits, sometimes they’re wearing suits and ties, but they all have the same angry faces.”2


We are bombarded with messages about conflict and what it should mean. These unconscious messages then direct our repertoire of conflict resolution behaviours. We go through life unskilful and inept at handling the interpersonal realm. Even those of us who succeed in getting our needs met may do so at the expense of our relationships, our sanity, and ultimately, our happiness.


This is a travesty of our potential, one that keeps us from realizing the power within each of us to negotiate our way to successful relationships, to meet our interpersonal goals, and to experience peaceful coexistence with others. These objectives are not irreconcilable, and reconciling them helps us achieve our quest for interpersonal influence with our call for self-transcendence. When we respect one another’s advocacy with open and compassionate hearts, we not only reclaim our inner power and influence our world, but also transcend our dualism.


Since conflict remains as relevant today as it has ever been, we need to bring conflict into our conscious awareness rather than remain the passive recipients of its unconscious messages. We ought to reclaim the power that has been irrevocably lost through the perversion of conflict. We need to recognize that in this interpersonal matrix, we should not fear conflict but confront it as an opportunity we can transcend, or overcome. If we confront and transcend conflict, we become skilful problem solvers connected by the thread of compassion. This has the promise of ending wars and the aspiration of a state of consciousness that Eckhart Tolle refers to as “Going beyond form.”3


This book is organized into three parts, preceded by an introduction and first chapter that provide an orientation to the subject of conflict resolution. The introduction examines how the concept of polarity, or opposite forces, has rooted us in division. It takes you from polarity to oneness or the shared awareness of humanity and invites you to take a two-pronged approach to conflict resolution that arms you with practical tools and roots you in both awareness and compassion.


In chapter 1, I differentiate between the subconscious mind that guides your automatic responses and your self-aware mind that is the seat of your free will. Once you recognize that your conflict resolution behaviours have been on autopilot, guided by your subconscious mind, two things happen. First, you rise to the power of your free will to change your conflict resolution behaviours. Second, as you recognize that others have been the passive recipients of the same unconscious messages about conflict as you have, you instantly become more soft-hearted towards them. You understand what Jesus of Nazareth meant when he said, “Forgive them; they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34).


Part I of my book, which is set out in chapters two through five, is called “Mastering the Four Sub-Conversations.” These sub-conversations are usually at play in any conflict dynamic. They are the sub-conversations of power, trust, boundaries, and the ego. I call them four sub-conversations because they are embedded deeply below the surface of our conversations. However, they are the primary drivers of both conflict and our conflict resolution choices.


Part II of my book, which is set out in chapters six through nine, is called “Mastering the Conversation.” Here, I turn your attention to the practical aspects of conflict resolution. In these chapters, I provide a map for building skills—emotion, assertion, empathy, and persuasion—around the four pillars of constructive dialogue and interpersonal influence. Since much of human behaviour and conflict is fuelled by our emotions, building emotional skills will be central to mastering the conversation. This book makes a unique contribution to conflict resolution theory by introducing mindfulness and the science behind it as the only practical technique for strengthening your repertoire of emotional behaviours. The new science of the mind lends scientific legitimacy to mindfulness, or what scientists now refer to as the act of “noticing that we are not noticing” or “deliberate and intentional attention.”4


Finally, in Part III, “Beyond Conversations to Negotiation and Conflict Resolution,” I briefly review negotiation theory from the Harvard Negotiation Project and redefine conflict based on a framework that is embedded in awareness and compassion. My objective is to change the present framework of unconscious competition over scarce resources to a new framework of conscious collaboration in a promising and facilitative universe. It is my goal to show that collaboration is a “whole” approach. It invites both healthy competition and empathy. It invites you to have the courage to call out bad behaviour, the skill to hold the wrongdoer accountable, and the compassion to see the actor behind the bad action as an entity separate from his bad behaviour.


Ultimately, this book extends an olive branch to you to find common ground, foster love, and unite, rather than divide, through your differences with others. You can do this based on both skill and the principle of amnia vincit amor, meaning “love conquers all.” Here, I am talking about a special kind of love. Martin Luther King Jr., borrowing from the Greek, referred to it as agape, or unconditional and voluntary love for humankind.


Equip yourself with the practical power of skill building and implant in your heart the roots of agape and compassion. In this way, you solve the problem between you and others and find your way back to each other. Simultaneously, you become increasingly more effective. You live up to the potential of your birthright to be empowered, effective, and influential. This is how the holy grail of conflict resolution can bring about a transformative approach to resolving conflict while also transforming ourselves and the culture of humanity.
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“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing there is a field. I will meet you there.”


Persian poet and philosopher
Jalaluddin Rumi, The Essential Rumi1


How Duality Has Shaped Conflict


Zoroastrianism, an ancient religion of west Central Asia predating the Persian Empire, introduces us to the tale of Ahura Mazda and Ahriman, two twin brothers entrenched in an eternal conflict. Ahura Mazda, which means the “wise lord” (Ahura means “light” and Mazda means “wisdom”), was guided by a will to create and construct. As the creator of the universe, he represented goodness, beauty, truth, life, light, fire, and the sun. Conversely, Ahriman, the antithesis of his brother, was guided by a will to destroy. He represented evil, destruction, and darkness. Whereas Ahura was the force behind positive emotions, Ahriman was the force behind anger, greed, envy, and other toxic emotions. Humans could decide which spirit would guide their choices, either good or evil, light or dark.


Such mythic tales of dual forces are found in many Western religions and philosophies and have guided much of our thinking about the existence of opposing forces of good and evil, right and wrong, logic and emotion, heaven and hell, night and day, and spirit and matter. Socrates was one of the first philosophers who perceived the nature of our universe as a duality between the non-material and material realms, ascribing greater perfection to the non-material realm. Modern psychoanalysis and theories advanced by Sigmund Freud apply this dualism to the internal recesses of the mind. According to Freud, there is a constant tension or conflict between the desires of the id, the instinctual driver, and the desires of the superego, the moral driver.


Much of our thinking about conflict stems from this idea of dualism. We have grown accustomed to thinking that we are different from others and that our differences are a source of irreconcilable tension between who we are and who they are. We don’t instinctively entertain the possibility of our differences being complementary as opposed to divisive.


However, the concept of a partnership between polarizing forces forming a coherent whole, or gestalt, also has roots in various philosophies and religious traditions. In Chinese philosophy, there is the concept of yin and yang, representing female and male energy, respectively. While opposite in nature, yin and yang are said to rely on each other for their survival such that without one, the other ceases to exist. Similarly, in Hinduism, the deity Shiva represents the masculine principle, and Shakti represents the feminine principle. Shakti represents change, energy, individual life force, or that which is manifested. Shiva, on the other hand, represents the changeless, the soul, God-consciousness, or the un-manifested. When these two independent forces combine, they give rise to creation; when they separate, they give rise to destruction. This suggests that immense potential may arise when polarities partner. In the old fable of the blind man and the lame man, the partnership of the two men made them a coherent whole capable of continuing their travels along the side of the road. “If you will take me on your shoulders,” said the lame man, “We shall marry our fortunes together. I shall be eyes for you, and you shall be feet for me.”


Moreover, countless poets, philosophers, spiritual leaders, religious scholars, and those who have deeply pondered the meaning of life and existence have spoken fondly of the interconnectedness of humans by a common thread. In his well-known poem Bani Adam (Children of Adam), thirteenth-century Persian poet and philosopher Saadi Shirazi states, “The sons of Adam are limbs of each other. Having been created of one essence. When the calamity of time afflicts one limb, the other limbs cannot remain at rest.”2 Different names have been ascribed to this thread: animism, spirit, soul, being, consciousness, awareness, presence, formlessness (beyond form), the divine, God. However, we might have difficulty grasping this phenomenon intellectually.


Eckhart Tolle, who invites us away from intellectualizing and labelling our experience of God, or what he calls “Being,” describes our thoughts, emotions, bodies, situations, events, or objects that then become a part of who we think we are as “forms.” In other words, form, he says, is any phenomenon that is ephemeral, transient, and eventually dies with the body. Beyond form, he says, is awareness, the eternal part of us that doesn’t die.3 This timeless and immortal dimension may be the thread that binds all of humanity.


Quantum physics lends credibility to this concept of a shared “awareness.” Quantum physics collapses the distinction between energy and matter and directs us toward the wholeness of polarity. According to quantum physicists, physical atoms consist not of matter, but of vortices of energy that are in constant motion. As each atom has its own energy signature, the atoms that make up an object radiate their own energy patterns and give us the perception of that object. Quantum physicists describe atoms as matter when they refer to their mass and weight and as energy fields when they refer to their voltage potential and wavelengths.


As Bruce Lipton tells us, Einstein recognized that energy and atom are the same when he concluded that E=mc2.4 This equation tells us that energy equals matter times the speed of light. In other words, energy and matter are deeply intertwined and cannot be said to be independent.5 We don’t live in a universe of boundaries. The universe is a whole, with everything connected to everything else.6 The separation that we experience between us and them and us and nature is only an illusion.7


From the perspective of cell biology, Lipton tells us that if we look at ourselves through the size of our individual cells, we no longer see ourselves as a separate entity, but rather as a vibrant community of trillions of cells.8 Every cell is imbued with all the functions in our bodies.9 Every cell has awareness and when cells cooperate, they increase their awareness exponentially. Awareness, in turn, increases their chances of survival as cells, and consequently, the organism’s (our) survival.10


If awareness is a thread that binds all humanity and exponential awareness is what we may need to support our survival as a collective, then the concept of “conflict,” which by its nature implies one person, institution, or nation pitted against another, may become moot. In other words, we are in conflict because we see duality. We are in conflict because we see separateness between who we are and who they are. We are instantly amplifying our differences rather than reconciling them. Instead of benefitting from the wholeness of polarity, we fall prey to the old story of polarity as a dividing force. When we are consumed with the object of our conflict, letting go of the old narrative of polarity becomes particularly more difficult. When personal history drives our negative emotions, it is even harder to let go.


However, by changing our perspective and our hearts, it is entirely possible to change the manner in which we relate to others. As His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Dr. Howard C. Cutler tell us, the antidote to the social problems we face today, including conflict and violence, is to overcome the rigidity of the boundaries we have established between us and them. They call on us to relate to one another in ways that unite rather than divide us.11 As Pema Chodron warns, “War is never going to end as long as our hearts are hardened against each other.”12 Conflict remains relevant, and it is our biological imperative to relate to one another in healthier ways.


The pragmatic sceptic amongst us may point to the evidence of lies and duplicity that we find all around us to refute the idea of changing our hearts, calling it an idealistic narrative with little pragmatic value. After all, in the words of St. Augustine, “When regard for truth has been broken down or even slightly weakened, all things will remain doubtful.”13 Still, to the sceptic amongst us, I respond in this book with similar evidence of love-based movements, led by actors with an immense capacity for compassion. These actors and the movements they led have changed the course of human history. These include the nonviolent civil disobedience that began in India with Mahatma Gandhi and inspired liberation movements in the United States by Martin Luther King Jr. during the civil rights struggle in America, the “Solidarity” movement in Poland, and the “People Power Revolution” of 1986 in the Philippines. In Canada, Justice Murray Sinclair, Manitoba’s first aboriginal judge, was appointed chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. This commission was established in response to the Indian Residential School legacy of abuse and indoctrination, and Sinclair has turned the grave atrocities that he has witnessed into a call for action based on mutual respect.


More recently, the world lost the great Nelson Mandela whom we had come to admire for embodying both love and compassion for all humankind, including his enemies and jailers. After twenty-seven years of prison life, instead of carrying anger and resentment, Mandela carried reconciliation and peace in his heart. His jailer, Christo Brand, said, “This prison has been turned into a place where people come and learn about how we can all get along. Mandela got what he was fighting for and he created a place where we can all live in harmony.”14


In this book, I will take you through neuroscience research that reveals we are connected to each other neurologically through a network of cells in the human brain called “mirror neurons.” In fact, we have the innate, biological brain capacity for relating to each other in healthier ways. Simultaneously, our brain has the tremendous potential to grow new neurons over our life span and to form new patterns of neural firing based on experience. Science now tells us that we can change the way we relate to each other by changing the experience of our brains.


I invite you not to get unduly distracted by a sceptic’s framework, but instead to plant the seeds of a compassionate framework in your imagination, your consciousness, and your heart. As Lipton and Steve Bhaerman suggest, “What we choose to prefer might actually make a difference in the fate of humanity.”15 We must instantly recognize that compassion is, ultimately, a choice. For every atrocious act we witness, we celebrate countless other compassionate acts. As neuroscientist Steven Pinker argues, by the “standards of history,” we are “blessed by unprecedented levels of peaceful coexistence” and “the better angels of our nature, in Abraham Lincoln’s words, incline us toward cooperation and peace.”16 Pinker provides scientific data to support the fact that violence has declined over the course of human history. We must choose to be compassionate, a “choice” that is immediately available to us.


I write this book as a call to action to eradicate the heavy toll that we have paid, and continue to pay, for conflict. There is no doubt that disagreements are a fact of life. We will undoubtedly personally confront or witness injustice some time in our life. However, we must be equipped to deal with conflict situations effectively. This means that we must courageously seek redress when we have been wronged, arm ourselves with the tools and the skills to do it effectively, and change our hearts so our call of action will focus on the wrongdoer’s behaviour and not the wrongdoer. In other words, we confront wrong action within a framework that is compassionate and constructive rather than angry and destructive. We remind ourselves of the story of the blind man and the lame man and immediately recognize how we may benefit when we unite, rather than divide because of our differences. We learn to complement rather than oppose each other. We look for how we may render one another mutual services and advance our biological imperative through advancing our collective greater good.


This model has already taken shape in the legal arena. Traditionally, the legal system was based on the adversarial model where one litigant would be pitted against another litigant. The move toward collaborative law and mediation reflects a dissatisfaction with the adversarial model to respond appropriately to the needs and concerns of parties who find themselves opposing one another in a lawsuit. A mediator is a neutral third party who assists the parties in resolving their conflict through conversation and problem-solving. The mediation model seeks to tame the conflict by focusing the parties on solving the problem between them as opposed to focusing on each other and the underlying toxic emotions. In a sense, the mediator brings the “awareness” that the opposing parties entrenched in the conflict dynamic may be lacking.


That said, many of us still prefer the “good fight” that the adversarial model allows us to play out, to the semblance of peace that mediation provides us through conversation and effective problem-solving. Moreover, even if mediation helps us solve our problems, we may fall into old patterns of conflict because we are so emotionally entrenched. We may have resolved a present disagreement, but we haven’t moved beyond conflict because we have relied on an intermediary to do the hard work for us in a specific context. We need the skills of the intermediary and an aware mind that helps us see the drama of our emotions manifesting through our actions and words. And, when all else fails and it seems that moving beyond the target of our conflict is impossible to do, we must turn to our mortality to remind ourselves that there is no permanence to the story that we tell ourselves.


Our mortality is a fact. Even the most pragmatic human cannot deny or refute this fact with logic or argument. It is the single most egalitarian fact of life because death touches all of us the same. Whether we live our lives as beggars or kings, saints or sinners, death will come and we cannot negotiate with death. Although we might know about death intellectually, we live our lives largely as if we are immortals. We push thoughts of death away.


However, death must be our friend. Death must not be denied or repressed. As Carlos Castañeda writes,


Death is the only wise adviser that we have. Whenever you feel, as you always do, that everything is going wrong and you’re about to be annihilated, turn to your death and ask if that is so. Your death will tell you that you’re wrong; that nothing really matters outside its touch. Your death will tell you, ‘I haven’t touched you yet.’17


Pondering death and asking for its advice will immediately reveal that our obsession with the target of our conflict is not as serious as our mind believes it is. We learn to let go. Motivational speaker Brandon Burchard calls this “mortality motivation.”


With that said, I begin our journey of finding the holy grail of conflict resolution by examining our unconscious relationship to conflict.




[image: image]


“The unexamined life is not worth living.”


Socrates, Plato’s Apology (38a 5–6)1


As a professional negotiator or conflict resolver, the first question you are usually asked to examine is your own relationship to conflict. However, before understanding your relationship to conflict, it is important to understand a thing or two about the role that your past conditioning has played in your present relationship to conflict.


Much of our human activity is guided by what is called our subconscious mind. This is the part of our mind that guides the involuntary and automatic responses of our body, such as breathing and heartbeat. These are functions that lie below thought and don’t require our conscious attention or thinking. You don’t think about breathing before you breathe. You simply breathe. In a similar manner, your subconscious mind controls many of your emotions, decisions, and behavioural repertoires.


Psychologists refer to this subconscious process of the mind as implicit memory to distinguish it from explicit memory, which is the conscious recollection of events and experiences.2 Moreover, they distinguish between two types of implicit memory: procedural memory and priming. Procedural memory is the type of implicit memory that enables us to carry out commonly learned tasks by rote, without consciously thinking about doing them. Once we learn how to walk, ride a bike, or drive a car, we relegate these functions to the subconscious mind. While we drive from our home to the grocery store, we are simultaneously capable of reviewing in our mind the list of groceries we need to purchase that day. We do so by relying on our procedural memory to drive effortlessly and without conscious thought while attending to other matters.


Priming is the process by which the collection of our beliefs, thoughts, and behaviours direct who we are, our view of the world, and our modus operandi even though we may not be consciously aware of their influence. That is, our behaviour isn’t simply influenced by information of which we are conscious, but also by information of which we are largely unconscious.


A classic study of divided attention reveals how priming works. While most of us experience divided attention throughout the day (for instance, our attention may be divided between listening to the news and preparing breakfast), this phenomenon, which has been coined “the Cocktail Party Effect,” has been tested in experimental psychology labs since the 1950s. The Cocktail Party Effect simply means that although at a cocktail party we may be engaged in a direct conversation with someone, we remain susceptible to tuning in to the neighbouring conversation if its content piques our interest. In other words, even though we may think we are fully engaged in one conversation, our brain is still extracting meaning and detecting information from neighbouring conversations. The Cocktail Party Effect has been tested through dichotic listening experiments where participants are asked to shadow, that is, repeat what they hear in one ear and ignore what they hear in the other ear. Despite tuning out the information coming through the unattended ear and showing no conscious recollection for that information on tests of recall, participants still show a higher preference for the unattended information over other information on tests of recognition.3 This reveals that the information from the unattended ear is not only registered, but also influences the participants’ behaviour even though they don’t show any awareness for the information.


Similarly, most of our beliefs about conflict and our conflict resolution behaviours form during our early years as children, based on what we hear and observe and how we interact and experience the world around us. In fact, we are particularly receptive to the priming process during our early years because, as scientists tell us, that is when our brains display the lowest electrical activity. Pictures of the brain created by an electroencephalogram (EEG) reveal that infants and children display the lowest brain wave frequencies (slow-wave), what scientists call delta (less than 4 Hz) and theta waves (4 to 7.5 Hz). These brain wave frequencies are abnormal in the waking adult.4 Theta waves are also displayed during focused meditation and prayer.5 Their dominance has been linked to a state of “increased suggestibility.”6 According to Lipton this is part of the human survival system because as children we have to download an immense amount of information to help us navigate through the complexities of our environment.7


This is how you have formed many of your beliefs, including your beliefs about conflict, even though you are no longer aware of the source of these beliefs. In fact, the beliefs themselves may be so embedded in the recesses of your subconscious mind that, without closer examination, you may not necessarily even be aware of what they are. However, these subconscious beliefs are largely guiding your conflict resolution choices. Moreover, since, as I discussed earlier, for much of human history the messages we receive about conflict have entrenched humans in polarity and separation, it is more likely than not that you are guided by largely limiting beliefs about conflict at the expense of both your interpersonal effectiveness and healthier ways of relating to others.


Fortunately, you also have your self-aware mind, which I earlier identified as the seat of free will. Scientists tell us that the self-aware mind is housed in a structure of the brain called the prefrontal cortex which allows for self-awareness and reflection. In one study, researchers found that after exposing chimpanzees to mirrors, the animals were able to recognize the images as their own (as measured by a decline in the number of their social responses to the mirror images) as opposed to belonging to other animals. The same effect was not observed in less neurologically advanced monkeys.8


In chapter 6, “Building Emotional Skills,” I take you through the various parts of the brain, including the prefrontal cortex. Here, suffice it to say that once your self-aware mind turns its attention to the dialogue of the subconscious mind through self-observation and reflection, you have the brain machinery to free yourself from your subconscious responses. You can then exercise a real choice in selecting your response. You can make choices that advance your self-interests while also advancing the interests of the other side. You can then be strategic in your choices instead of relying on an old belief system that neither allows you to be influential in the interpersonal realm nor serves humanity’s biological imperative. Against this backdrop, I set out the range of your conflict resolution choices.


The Range of Our Conflict Resolution Choices


In 1974, Ralph Kilmann and Kenneth Thomas introduced the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI). This is an inventory of thirty pairs of statements. For each pair, the respondent must choose one of two items, a binary choice. This test is the leading authority on helping us assess our relationship to conflict and our likely behaviour in negotiation and conflict situations. It defines “conflict situations” as those in which the concerns of two people appear to be incompatible.9 The TKI pits an individual’s tendency to advocate for her rights and interests against the individual’s tendency to prioritize a given relationship over her own interests. The TKI helps us identify our centre of gravity in conflict situations as follows:


The Competitor


The competitor in a negotiation or conflict situation cares only for satisfying personal interests. Simply put, the competitor wishes to win. As Robert H. Mnookin, Scott R. Peppet, and Andrew S. Tulumello tell us, the competitor does a lot of asserting, but very little empathizing.10 Assertion is advocacy for ourselves. However, it is built on a foundation of respect and is neither aggressive nor passive. Consequently, we can welcome a competitive centre of gravity so long as it is based on true assertion and doesn’t border on aggression. As Merriam-Webster dictionary tells us, competition in the original Latin sense of the word meant to “strive together.”11 However, we see in the Latin term competitor the underlying adversarial meaning of “rival” which we often associate with the word today. There is nothing wrong with healthy competition that drives us to strive for a better outcome than we would otherwise strive for without the thrill. Athletes break world records because they challenge themselves against their best opponents. However, in the interpersonal realm, competition isn’t a “whole” response. When your emotions are not tempered by your self-aware mind, your assertion can easily escalate to aggression. You may meet your self-interests, but because you haven’t aimed to satisfy your collective interests, you can easily invite resentment and forgo any possibility of forging a relationship with the other side. Even if the relationship is not important to you, the risk is that a deal won’t happen at all because the other side reacts to your aggression and simply chooses to walk away.


Empathizing, at its most basic level, is about perspective-taking and expressing understanding, not necessarily agreeing with the other side.12 Perspective-taking not only helps you relate to others in healthier ways, but also can be strategic in helping you reach a deal. Assertion and empathy are the subjects of chapters 7 and 8, respectively. Here, I wish to highlight that the competitor is guided largely by the thrill of winning13 and can be disadvantaged by paying attention only to one dimension of negotiation—the dimension of assertion—at the expense of the other dimension—the dimension of empathy.


The Accommodator


On the other extreme, the accommodator in a negotiation or conflict situation cares more about the relationship than self-interests. The accommodator displays a lot of empathy, but very little assertion.14 The accommodator likes to be liked and fears that conflict will disrupt the relationship. She accommodates the other person at the expense of the problem and her own self-interests. Similar to the competitor, the accommodator can also be disadvantaged by paying attention to one dimension of negotiation—the dimension of empathy—at the expense of the other—the dimension of assertion. Consequently, she will not advance her interests and in the process may compromise her own self-worth.


The Avoider


The avoider in a negotiation or conflict situation displays little assertion or empathy.15 He dislikes disputes and tends to withdraw from conflict situations. The avoider shows little concern for the problem and little interest in the other side. He drags his feet for as long as possible and puts off dealing with the problem.


The Compromiser


The compromiser likes to strike a balance between the relationship and the problem. Her primary concern is fairness, which she attempts to achieve by meeting the other side halfway. The compromiser displays some empathy and some assertion. However, she falls short of displaying a lot of both empathy and assertion to maximize self and collective interests.
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