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Introduction to Conflict and Aikido

Judy Ringer (the trainer) has a black belt in Aikido and uses the philosophies and metaphors of Aikido in discussing conflict and practicing communication with mind-body awareness. 

There are myths about conflicts:

· Myth – conflict is bad.  Fact: Conflict is always there and is a teacher.  You have the power to decide if a conflict is an attack or a gift.

· Myth – Conflict is a contest.  Fact: Conflict is not a contest, and it isn’t true that one person has to win. 

· Myth – it takes both sides for change to take place.   Fact: You can decide to change even if another person does not.

Aikido means “the way of blending with energy”.  Aikido it is a fast martial art done with partners. In Aikido, you use the energy of an attack instead of resisting it.   In this workshop, we will talk about using the energy of an attack to get to the bottom of the conflict.  

“Aikido masters say that opposing and attack directly feeds it.” – An Unusual Intelligence 

Moving from Resistance to Connection 

Resistance is a normal reaction to conflict that can take many forms.  Much of it is non-verbal communication, and it’s important to focus on this in addition to verbal resistance.  We resist because we feel like if we don’t push pack, we’ll get walked over.  In Aikido, the goal is to render an attack harmless without harming the attacker.  Aikido is not resistance, but is also not passiveness.  You acknowledge and embrace the conflict, and try to learn where conflict is coming from and why.  It’s not accepting poor behavior.  Resistance is normal, and it happens.  There is a cultural reinforcement to using resistant methods.  .  We need to recognize this and connect with our own attitude.  When we notice that we have options besides resistance, we have power.  The power is internal

1st activity: moving from resistance to connection.  Everyone pared up and practice using the energy from a partners “attack” to direct them instead of resist them. We applied these leanings to real world conflicts that we experience.  Workshop participants reported the following leanings: 

· I learned that I need to have patience and wait for people to be comfortable with my support.

· It’s helpful to not start with the conflict, but say hello first.

· These concepts are hard to apply in bigger groups.  In aikido, we can only work with one person at a time.  

· IT is also helpful to center yourselves and talk about how we want to talk about conflict in the first place (talk about the when we are not in conflict)

Centering Yourself

On her website, Judy describes “centering” as, 
…a state of being that includes mind, body and spirit and affects the way we interact with our environment. It’s a way of being in the world, of experiencing the way life comes at you. Some people might say it’s an attitude toward life. When we’re centered, we’re in control of how we receive the life energy that others extend toward us. We’re in control of us. We aren’t in control of anything else. But we are in control of how we engage with the ‘anything else.’
We can choose to be centered.  We aren’t always 100% centered, and that’s OK.  It doesn’t have to take time.  We have centering practices that take time (like meditation), but centering  really just takes awareness and willingness.  Centering can be contagious, just like tension can be.  When we’re centered, we have more power and our power emanates from us differently.  

We did an exercise with partners to learn the difference between being centered and off center.  One partner would push on the other’s sternum, while their partner was un-centered.  They pushed again while their partner was centered.  Participants were much more able to stay in place while centered.

After the exercise, we applied the leanings and thought about a real conflict that we are dealing with.

We can imagine centering as knowing all of our emotions and holding them within a field instead of allowing a rollercoaster effect.  We are much steadier.

The Power of Purpose
We read a quote from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.:

Power… is the ability to achieve purpose.  It is the strength required to bring about social, political, or economic changes.  In this sense, power is not only desirable but necessary in order to implement the demands of love and justice.  One of the greatest problems of history is that the concepts of love and power are unusually contrasted as polar opposite.  Love is identified with the resignation of power and power with a denial of love… What is needed is a realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental and anemic.  

There’s an idea that we can be only one thing at a time – but we can be assertive and compassionate, powerful, but loving.  It is important to remember this in conflicts. 

Once we have centered ourselves, we have a lot of power.  We use that power well when we clarify our purpose in that conflict. True power is energy flowing toward a purpose.

We did an exercise called “The Unbendable Arm” in order to demonstrate this.  First, we held out hand in a fist and resisted as a partner tried to bend our arms.  Second, we were passive and let our partners bend our arms.  Third, we thought clearly about a purpose in our lives, and imagined energy shooting out of our arms.  This made it much easier to hold our arms steady.

Wiggling your fingers at your sides during a conflict, and sending energy though fingers to focus on your purpose can help you stay centered.  It’s a good use of your hands, especially when you are not sure what to do with them.  It also helps posture.

Your purpose can change and get clarified over time.  Use energy in the conflict to get toward the purpose, think of it as adding to that purpose.  Love/compassion/understanding/mutual purpose/respect is understanding the other person’s purpose, and thinking about how their purpose fits with yours.

6 Step Checklist for Holding Powerful and Purposeful Conversations
There are many good books out about how to have hard conversations with others, including:

· Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When the Stakes are High by  Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan and Al Switzler

· Difficult Conversations : How to Discuss What Matters Most by Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, Sheila Heen, and Roger Fisher

· Fierce Conversations: Achieving Success at Work and in Life, One Conversation at a Time by Susan Scott

Judy shared a checklist of 6 things to help get through difficult conversations:

1. Purpose (What is my purpose? Is it a useful purpose?)

It’s helpful to have a useful purpose.  Examples of NOT useful purposes include “to vent,” “to change someone else,” or “to punish someone else”.  Good purposes include “to brainstorm solutions” or “to come to a place where we can talk about conflict productively.”

2. What is their positive intention?  Their hopes and concerns? What are mine?

3. Inquiry = their story.  What are honest and open questions I might ask my partner? What do I need to learn about how he or she sees the situation?

In inquiry, we start working as partners with the person we’re having conflict with.  We also both get a different perspective on the problem – “Be hard on the problem but soft on the person”  You have to be sincere about this – people will know if you are not. Be careful not to ask manipulative questions – only questions we don’t already know the answer to. Letting people talk can help bring them around and help them work with you.  In inquiry, we are letting the ideas go past without holding onto them.  Some generic questions that can be good to ask are: what do you see is the best solution here? How could things have been different or better in the first place?  If you were me, what would you do?  Is there anything I haven’t asked that I should ask?

4. Acknowledgment: What feelings might surface that I can acknowledge? How will I remember to summarize? 

In acknowledgement, we answer these questions for the person we are in conflict with: do they get what I’m saying? Do they actually care?

5. Advocacy = your story.  What is my primary message? How will I tell my story while maintaining a respectful and non-judgmental stance?

In advocacy, the name of game is education.  We are educating the person whe are having a conflict with about our own feelings and position.  In advocacy, it is good to use “I messages” – letting people know about how the behavior affected you, giving factual information about the result,  and ending with a request.  Your purpose can be part of your advocacy.

6. Move to action/Build agreement: What are possible scenarios my partner might offer? Are there parts that I may agree with? Who will do what by when? How will we follow-up?  

In this, it is helpful to ask people what they think you agreed to, and then add to what they say if needed.  Sometimes it means follow-up as well to finish dealing with the conflict.
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