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Here are some examples of ocategorical thinking that I‘ve
run into in the last few weeks;

In a large meeting of leftista, a tall blonde

man asks a question of the spesaker. “That quesgtion
18 irrelevant," the speaker repllies. The issue

is dropped, the discussion moves along--but at a
heavy price. Tha questioner alumps down in his
chair, looking visibly upset. A current of tension
runs through the room. “Will he say that my question
is irrelevant?" people ask themselves. "T better
keep quiet. Tt would probably sound dumb anyway. "

Dennis, an apolitical friend, told me that he's
decided to just stay away from talking with most
leftists. “"Nobody's going to convince me by letting
me know that I'm atupid and they're not," ha said.

People in collective # 1 hear that collective # 2 said
that they “weren't socialist enough." Feople in
Collective # 1 do a lot of upset talking about

"the heavies." Everyone recalls incidents that prove
that collective # 2 was never trustworthy anyway.

A studisus coolness follows. Silence, but no
criticism golng either way.

As paople who are committed to building a cooperative
soclety, why is it that we relate to each other in such
narrow and competitive ways? For one thing, most of us
had "right/wrong thinking" drilled into our heads all the
while we grew up. In my childhood, it seemed that each
time I said or did something that was the least bit

different fror the norm, someone was around to
















the left is as authoritarian as the Catholic Church. I
don't need anybody telling me how to dress, how to talk,
and what to think. If you can stand the correct-lining,
more power to you, but I'm not going to subject myself
to that.” .

Right/wrong thinking keeps people who have nearly identi-
cal politiecal viewpoints from working togsther. Recently,

I found myself in the following contradictery position:

on the one hand, 1 was eager to become part of an organ-
ization whose politics I agreed with and whose efforts I
could get strength from. On the other hand, T had & repug-
nant fantasy of what the meetings would be like: "There'il
be The Heavies and The Featherweights. I°l1l either have

to prove how heavy I am or resign myself to being inviaible.”

‘When I asked other friends if they had checked out the or-

ganlzation, T found that they had similar fears. The pros-

pect of faclng competitive scenes keeps us unorganized
and powerlesas.
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tune you out.

'Instead of just wiping out someocne else’s alternative,

{("You're wrong") spell out what you'd like in its place:
“I'd rather that you do X, for these reagong...”

Here are auggestions on how to receive criticism that
comes in the form of an absolutistic judgment:

When you hear a judgment, try to guess at the feelings
and warits behind the label, For sxample, when someone
says, "That’s really a fucked-up attitude,” you might
fhess, “Are you upset about what I just said, and would
vou like me to dc such-and-such instead?* Paraphrasing
like this has three advantages: Pirst, it lets you

check out the accurscy of what you heard. Second, it
allows you to defuse abmolutistic judgments by translating
the label into an expression ¢f the gpeaker’s feelings and
wants. Thlird, it can work to counteract a punitive dynamic-
when somecne feels heard, they are less likely to escalate
their attack; they're more likely to listen in return.

You can help prevent someone from unintentionally wiping
you out if you spell out in advance the kind of response
you’d find most helpful. For example: "I want to get .
your reactions to this idea, and I'm also feeling a little
scared about bringing it up. 1I'd really dig you to say
what you like about the idea, along with any suggestions
for what you want changsd."”

Here are some thoughts on helping another person hear
your feelings and wants without misinterpreting you:

If you're worried that someone may distort your critieism
and take it as a personal put-down, you can agsk them in
advance to paraphrase. "I've got some feedback that

I'm nerveus about glving you. I want some reassurance
that I'm coming across the way I mean to, so I'd like

you to run back what you heard when I'm done.”
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