Dr. Hedwig Raskob

A Sketch of the basic approach for successful Communication. Principles, methods and techniques.

1. Intro 
All partners in conflict have to deal with concrete topics of concern (jobs to be done, sharing of things or resources, processes and change of value systems: intra- or intercultural, etc.). Dealing with these is dealing with the overt problems, the problems on the table.  As long as the partners talk “the same language” and operate in a climate of consense and cooperation - no serious old problems within themselves or concerning their relationship - their communication will be without major obstacles. That is to say, if there are no serious underneath problems apt to disturb, they will manage to deal successfully with their different viewpoints, sasifying both sides. 

This optimal condition, however, we do not meet very often. It takes a lot even in a close relationship, like famliy, small work groups, even peace groups, or relgious groups, to get along with one another and to deal with problems in a productive way. Mostly there are underlying, not cleared up problems and memories. All the more this is true for the complexity of international or intercultural problems.

All the time and everywhere we are dealing with partners/people of our real world and history, full of injustice and disorders of all kinds. Because of our hurtful experiences, our conscious or suppressed memories of all that happened to us, we are conditioned to be distrustful, to expect being treated unfairly, left out, overlooked, cheated, oppressed, abused etc. The hurtful traumatic experiences may have been incurred individually, or collectively: as a people, a nation, an ethnic group, in past or present history, they have to be taken into account in our work in terms of depth-psychological awareness and measures. Thinking of the overt, on-the-table level of things to deal with, on the one hand, and of the underneath level, on the other hand, my type of work aims at the underneath depth psychological level, clearing up the underground to a possible extent so that the parties concerned will as a rule be able to deal with the issues on the table on their own. In general ongoing psychological and communicative support will be necessary. In complex cases the assistance of a mediator also for the material content “on the table” will be asked.

2. Applicability 
The principles are valid for any type of working toward clearing the underlying conflicts and improving communication, be it for small personal groups, small interest groups, be it in business relations or in ethnic and international constellations. The methods or techniques however will have to vary. In cases of training groups the framework will be a different one too.

3. Themes for discussion in a training or interest group 

General discussion of the following themes have proved helpful to prepare the ground and atmosphere for difficult dialogues and problem areas. Feasible esp. in workshops and other learning groups. (The basics however should, in the introductory phase of the real work with real conflict partners, also be addressed.)

a. Conflicts and problems are normal to human life

b. Also flaws, faults, mistakes, weaknesses are normal.

c. Everything has a cause and a history. Problems, failings etc. have a cause, either in the personal history or in the traumatic experience of the group or ethnicity. Some, even criminal deeds, are done with “good conscience”, everybody doing it, because of tradition, the prevalent (mis)information, indoctrination, because of that which has become “common collective consciousness” or even habit of thinking and acting in a particular culture. 
Very tedious, indeed hideous, problems are those where personal or collective power and profit interests attach themselves to real historic traumata. 

d. Feelings of guilt and real guilt are indeed sheer insurmountable problems.

German history of a devastating inhumane relationship and dealing with Jews for instance during the Christian ages, culmitating in the holocaust, leads to an almost indissoluable complex of personal and ethnic guilt and world problems. It is known, esp. by the Palestinians themselves, that their catastrophe and suffering is a consequence of this German history. Endless efforts of trying to clear up the historical human debris will be necessary, including many different approaches and methods.

All our problems are interconnected: the wounds within individual persons with those of our families, our countries and world history, they are connected in an intricate way of action and reaction, endig up mostly in viscious circles: the needs of security or retaliation leading to impulses of “destroying the enemy”, in turn leading to counteractions, proving the paranoid sentiments as real and fuelling the vicious circle.  (And to my mind all our problems are badly affected and compounded by the one big historic event of humanity, the turnover of the natural world order - from the matricentric to the androcratic - subduing and oppressing that gender that by nature holds the expertise in matters of life, at the same time causing a lot of unnatural problems not only to the subdued but also to the subsequent dominant gender.)

4. The basic principles (just the naked framework) for all, at all levels.
a. Close, wholehearted listening to the other (necessary to prepare him or her for it) and speaking out one’s own truth, 

b. with selfrespect and respect of the other,
c. Envisioning the other as naturally good at the core of his/her being. Developing X-ray eyes, so to speak, which can pierce the mask and imagery and catch sight of the inner human being: the vulnerable core of the person. Every human being, never mind how off the norm it appears to be, wants to be accepted, respected, if not loved, so it seems to me. This silverthread to the human heart is what connects us as humans. It is the precious sought for basis for communication, a magic factor, if successfully achieved. 
To 4. a. Some notes:   Finding one’s own truth - on either side of the conflicting parties - is essential to the procedure. For: if each person or party detects his/her own truth, feels what hurts inside, not for accusing the partner in conflict but just for him/herself, and if s/he can express it honestly and seriously, that generally what makes it possible to the partner in conflict to openly listen, sometimes with surprise, mostly with empathy, because he does not feel attacked. (Accusations generally make for defensiveness and for hightening and thickening the walls, they block empathy and compassion.)

Expressing anger, not only by oneself, but also in or to  the face of the person actively hurting, can be the right thing at the right time – or just the one and only reaction possible at a given moment - it may bring the oppressive person to wake up to his/her insensitive and unconscious behaviour. Generally, however it leads to more defensiveness on the part of the opponent. Great seriousness, being deeply earnest with oneself and the other and using very few words, very few and apt words, will mostly do a better job of breaking down walls and thus reaching the other in his/her inner human area, leading to a desirable new consciousness on his/her part. 

To 4.b. Some notes:  Respecting oneself in this process means concentrating on one’s inner self: trusting one’s own experience, one’s inner perceptions; finding one’s own truth and speaking it out, naturally, not in a defensive manner. Basic acceptance of one’s strengths and weaknesses. All of this may be a life long process, nonetheless it can be encouraged to the benefit of the work at hand - as part of the job of the mentor.

The aspect of self-respect is vital and basic for this type of work, as much as it is vital for any type of relationship and successful personal confrontation. Self-respect or self-esteem seems to me to be the primary factor, prior to the respect of the other. For a person who owns self-respect and a healthy self-esteem, does not tend to feel threatened or attacked by an other and thus will be able to let the other be him/herself. S/he will be able to listen to the other, to hear him/her without feeling unnecessarily blamed or indicted. Whereas a paranoid fearful and anxious person is prone to create enemy images, pinpointing the partner to the role of the bad and evil intentioned person. A person with a good and healthy self-esteem can afford to let the other be the way he or she is, with another faith, another opinion, another attitude on life. And s/he nonetheless can express her/his own opinion and feelings, without claiming absolute truth. One is ready to learn from each other. And all of this not in a relativistic, postmodernistic “anything goes” or “don’t care” fashion, no, being in touch with the other in a caring manner, being conscious of the different individual history and experience and being concerned about the well-being of both sides. 

In case where one party is obsessed with very old traditional values (family, society, and esp. religion) it will be necessary to deal with this particularly. It will be necessary to honour and if possible understand the position and the meaning this has to him/her. He/she feels probably as the guardian of tradition and ancient values and feels as an inexcusable traitor to the community if s/he moves from the position. Feeling truly and sincerely understood it may be possible that the person liberates him/herself from the traditional position, to the benefit of him/herself and even to that of the community. It may be helpful to refer to leading personalities, past or present, who have changed tradition for the better of the community (all or part of it). This is true for all splitting movements in history. Point out their values. Also in our days there are known personalities in Islamic communities, for instance, who have come to new positions and a new way of thinking. Most important for the actual work with e.g. the head of a family, is that this person feels within her/himself the truth and value of the new position. (As far as methods go, this is best achieved by the specific form of what I call "Dynamics of Conflict Positions" – DCP. See special paper.) 

5. Methods and techniques 

Depending on the persons or make-up of the group, and depending on the goals of the group or individuals, be it for general training or for solving real personal or group problems, very different methods or thechniques can be made use of. Some of them are listed here.

a. Formalized talking, ritualized dialogue (strictly schematized for very serious problems).

b. Story telling (the own history) and close listening.

c. Working with dreams: night dreams, day dreams, guided imagery. Tapping the unconscious resources not only for analysis but also for solutions.

d. Painting, drawing. 

e. Positioning in the field of conflict (Dynamics of Conflict Positions, DCP, a very powerful and efficient instrument. A special write-up to this is available. – Specific Concept)

6. The mentors role: 

Naturally it is expected of the mentor that s/he is a professional in the field, knowing how to interpret and to deal with psychological processes of individuals and of groups.

An atmosphere of trust needs to be created, an atmosphere where it is possible to find one’s truth and to express it.

Not moderator but mentor. A rather high standard. A plain old english-english dictionary (Oxford Advanced, 1974) gives the following definition, which fits well to the concept. It sasy: “A mentor is an experienced wise and trusted adviser and helper”. 

S/he needs to almost incorporate in her person the reality of humanness, wisdom and love that is asked for. Nonetheless s/he is not only allowed to have her human limits, it is of utmost importance that she plainly and naturally accept her limits and weaknesses. The clearer s/he does this for herself and the working group - and does not assume to know everything or to be the maker of it all, the more vistas, I experience, show up, and the more room there is for the real “players”, those working on their problems.
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