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It doesn’t take much for us to feel threatened by what someone says to us.  Often, all a person has to do is say something in a judgmental tone, such as “Isn’t that report finished yet?” In our effort to protect ourselves from these keenly felt judgments, we automatically create an emotional barrier between ourselves and the other person.  Many of us can actually physically sense a wall go up inside us.  Emotionally we go in the bunker.


When we initiate the defensive reaction of creating an emotional barrier, we simultaneously begin to perceive the other person as an adversary.  When we react defensively, treating even a loved one as an adversary, we stop seeing the complexity of the other person’s motivations.  We aren’t focused on the loved one’s experiences or insecurities.  This view allows us to slide easily into the dual belief that we are morally superior to our opponent in the conflict and that we are being victimized.  While the other person may have a complex combination of motives, we see his reaction only in terms of how it is directed at us, the way we would see an enemy approaching in battle.  We no longer see the face of someone we know, perhaps even love.


The irony is that the way we talk to each other in our own homes is qualitatively the same as that used by hate groups and others who want to control our thinking.  When we habitually protect ourselves defensively, we wall ourselves off from each other increasingly over time, acting like enemies even with the people we love the most.  We see this happen not only with other adults but with our own children as well.


As we build emotional barriers, our second defensive reaction is to hide any thoughts, beliefs, feelings, behaviors that make us feel vulnerable.  We assume that exposing information might give others power to hurt or control us.


Does defensiveness really protect us?  What does it do to my confidence, sense of competence and ability to learn?


Whenever we are defensive, not only do we build emotional barriers, see the other person as an adversary and hide vital information, we also create a reality that revolves around a power struggle.  A power struggle is essentially a fight in which we use our words, tone of voice, and body language as weapons of war in order to gain control over someone else.  It becomes a way of being.


Our defensive reactions fall into three well-known categories: fight, flight and surrender.  These defensive maneuvers are commonly seen as progressing on a continuum from passive surrender to withdrawal (flight) to counter-attack (fight).  These categories also follow personality types: (1) Surrender-Betray, being a co-dependent personality type; (2) Surrender-Sabotage, being a passive-aggressive personality type; (3) Withdraw-Escape, being a passive personality type; and (4) Counterattack-Justify, being a defensive personality type.

We do this by misusing the basic communication tools-by asking questions and making statements and predictions in an adversarial way.  This is all played out by our use of words, tone of voice and body language.  

In this book we are introduced to a “New Real World” where these communication tools are used as tools and not weapons.

We are taught to ask questions with real curiosity and authenticity for the purpose of gathering information.  A non-defensive question helps to establish the subjectivity of each person’s viewpoint and thus can assist us in remaining separate from someone else’s judgment, even if the person’s answer doesn’t please us.  That answer becomes that person’s personal opinion and not fact.  A non-defensive question asks for clarification  and holds others accountable.  The result is that both the person asking and the person answering the question manifest increased self-awareness and changes in attitude and behavior.  


In making statements we are taught to be open and direct – to be vulnerable and unguarded with no hidden agenda.  We express our weaknesses as well as our strengths, our fears as well as our hopes, our doubt as well as our certainty.  We communicate our thoughts, beliefs, and feelings in a thorough way.  Most importantly, rather than weakening a statement, vulnerability can strengthen it.  Having no ulterior motives means that we state our needs, desires and goals directly.  A non-defensive statement is subjective, descriptive and lays it all out on the table.  We establish our own position and separateness by no longer defending ourselves and controlling how the other person is reacting.  It encourages
accountability and clarification and results in quantum leaps in personal growth.  The act of making a direct, vulnerable statement increases our sense of freedom and personal strength.


The last communication tool is a prediction, which defensively is  couched as a threat or a bribe.  “I won’t buy your prom dress if you don’t shape up and help around here.”  “I told Johnny he couldn’t watch TV unless he got dressed, but it didn’t work.”  While the need may be legitimate, the intention when one threatens is to make the other person feel insecure and frighten them into doing what we want.  The character of a non-defensive prediction is not coaxing, manipulative, coercive or threatening.  It is secure, predictable and stable.  The essential character of a non-defensive prediction is protective.  With predictions, we foretell what can be the consequences of certain actions or choices.  They must be given with neutrality, be definitive and absolute.  Their function is to create security for ourselves and the other person through predictability.  It protects us and creates clear boundaries.

The traditional war model for communicating offers us little recourse to stopping mistreatment other than giving in, coaxing, arguing, or threatening punitive action.  Should we succeed in protecting ourselves in a defensive manner, we are often left with a relationship permeated with stress and hostility.  When we make non-defensive predictions, we can make great strides in creating stronger, more respectful relationships.

Because the cornerstone of non-defensive communication is sincerity, a vital part of strengthening our non-defensive skills involves consistent focus on being more sincere and open.  We can learn much more rapidly if we prepare ourselves with a non-defensive mind set and heart set.  We have to slow down in preparing to speak non-defensively.  Unlearning our defensive reactions is a deliberate process.  First we stop and catch ourselves when we react in old habitual ways; then we think about how to do it differently; and we actually do it.  We have to monitor our own intention, release the outcome, be willing to be both vulnerable and direct, to deal effectively with hurtful feedback, acknowledge our own accountability, respect the other person’s right to refuse and maintain a non-defensive posture.

And, finally – Peace and Power.


How we communicate not only shapes our individual lives, it also drives our human destiny.  How we talk and listen creates enormous energy, and that energy has inestimable power. One of our primary tasks, the author suggests, is to hold ourselves accountable for the power we wield with every question, every statement, every prediction we make.  It’s posited that there are two types of power – unilateral power to control and manipulate, or “power over.”   Using an analogy of electricity, this movement is somewhat like the direct current electricity that Thomas Edison discovered.  When two people, each using unilateral power, try to interact, they are pitting their direct currents of energy against each other.  The ultimate effect of bringing two direct currents face-to-face is to create a series of sparks or min-explosions.  The greater the energy flow, the bigger the explosions.  These are precisely analogous to the battles in the war model of communication.  There is no winner here. Committing our energy to seeking power over others makes everyone our enemy.  There is no rest.  It destroys relationships.  Any time we use defensive communication, we are attempting to use power over others-to control them-no matter how subtle our efforts or how much we think we have someone else’s good in mind.  Every interaction with another person becomes a microcosm of a use of power that ultimately skews the essential reciprocity of the whole relationship. We need to shift the power of human energy to another “current,” in order to evolve to our next stage of consciousness.


The second kind of power is relational power, or power from within.  Relational power, as it applies to communication, is the force that propels us to interact without trying to manipulate others into doing what we want.  This kind of power incorporates both halves of the whole definition of power; relational power is focused on the ability both to produce and undergo an effect, to give and receive, because it is based upon reciprocity.  This is a healthy ecosystem, where feedback loops are open.  Continuing with the analogy of power, energy and electricity, relational power, or power from within, is more like the alternating current discovered by Nikola Tesla.  This form of electricity creates a steady flow because it doesn’t all go from one direction to the other unilaterally.  Instead, it moves back and for, energy coursing in both directions, as in the circle-eight – the symbol sometimes used to denote reciprocity.  This is the feedback loop, each half of the loop “feeds back” into the other.  When we charge our human energy with relational power as we talk with each other, each interaction goes full “circle-eight,” creating reciprocity and interdependence.  Anytime one person or the other shuts the gate on the feedback or reciprocity loop, the give and take vanishes.  The exchange of energy is blocked.  When the channels of reciprocity stay open, the flow of energy seems almost infinite.  The circle-eight is not only a symbol for reciprocity but also for infinity.  There is no end to the channel of energy when power from within is freely shared.  On a wider community scale, we can create interlocking webs of reciprocity, relational power, and alternating currents of our energy when we communicate non-defensively in our full power from within.  The hallmark of such exchange can be peace; peaceful power, even through challenges and conflict.

As each of us shifts to using our energy non-defensively, we create just such open channels.  And we can still protect ourselves.  Even in our open vulnerability, we are protected because we are able to make predictions that limit how much we give to anyone who is non-reciprocal.  At the very heart of non-defensiveness is the call to reject the concept of power over others as a viable understanding of sustainable power, and to use our power from within to manage our own energy in reciprocal ways.


We don’t have to go out and try to persuade others to change their basic beliefs about how to use power, or even how to talk to each other, in order to succeed in using this process.  Each of us who wishes to make a change in the use of our energy can simply begin to speak and listen non-defensively.  Every time we do, we change how we use our own power.  Interacting non-defensively, not bound in a struggle to gain control over someone else, we may find the other person more willing to disarm than we could have imagined.  The whole process can be contagious, as each disarmed person offers the opportunity to another.  This is how we approach critical mass.


The key is to keep hope for the world and for our capacity to change, and then focus less on the impact we are having on others and more on the integrity of our own process. 

The book is filled with exercise and specific teachings on how to manifest this change.  The author also provides keynotes at conferences and conducts workshops for people in many professional fields.  It’s called Powerful Non-Defensive Communication, ™ (PNDC) and the website is www.pndc.com 
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