Session 3: March 23, 2014, Contemporary emotional barriers keeping people from acting to improve their lives

Part 2: Contemporary emotional barriers: 
Contemporary Emotional Barriers
· Fallacy about Empathy: that feeling for others helps them mature or become more responsible; and 
Survival in a hostile environment, the fallacy of empathy (pages 132-157)
As lofty and noble as the concept of empathy may sound, and as well-intentioned as those may be who make it the linchpin idea of their theories of healing, education, or management, societal regression has too often perverted the use of empathy into a disguise for anxiety, a rationalization for the failure to define a position, and a power tool in the hands of the “sensitive.”  It has generally been my experience that in any community or family discussion, those who are the first to introduce concern for empathy feel powerless, and are trying to use the togetherness force of a regressed society to get those whom they perceive to have power to adapt to them.  I have consistently found the introduction of the subject of “empathy” into family, institutional, and community meetings to be reflective of, as well as an effort to induce, a failure of nerve among its leadership. (page 133)

The great myth here is that feeling deeply for others increases their ability to mature and survive; its corollary is that the effort to understand another should take precedence over the endeavor to make one’s own self clear.  
· The constant effort to understand (or feel for) another, however, can be as invasive as any form of emotional coercion.  
· What the orientation toward data and the orientation toward feelings share in common is a focus on weakness or immaturity rather than on strength,  an orientation towards others rather than toward self, and a way of avoiding issues of personal accountability.  
· But the most deleterious effect of empathy’s subversion on leaders is more fundamental.  It has to do with the way we conceptualize the forces of light and darkness.  The focus on empathy rather than responsibility has contributed to a major wrong orientation in our society about the nature of what is toxic to life itself, and, therefore the factors that go into survival.  It is a struggle between dependency and responsibility, between what is evolutionary and what is regressive. (pages 133-134)

In any relationship system, from the cellular level to the international level, and whether we are considering families or other institutions, all disintegrative forces have one essential characteristic in common, and it is totally unresponsive to empathy.  
· That characteristic is the unself-regulating invasiveness of another’s space.  
· Forces that are unself-regulating can never be made to adapt toward the strength in a system by trying to understand or appreciate their nature.  
· This was Chamberlain’s great mistake at Munich in trying to empathize with Hitler. 

· The significance for leadership of the folly of trying to be reasonable with a ‘virus’ is that when parents and presidents put their primary focus on their own self rather than on the needs of another, that endeavor, far from being ‘selfish,’ has much in common with the latest understanding of the immune response.  
The immune system’s basic purpose is the preservation of an organism’s integrity, that is, the self.  It is self-regulation, not feeling for others, that is critical in the face of entities which lack that quality.  
The third alternative that is both caring and self-preserving is promoting responsibility for self in another through challenge.  This requires raising one’s threshold for their pain and not being sensitive to their sensitivities. (page 134)

Resources for survival:  Most often the critical variable in survival has less to do with the strength or number of toxic factors in that environment than with the response of the endangered organism.  
· It is responsibility, not empathy that is the crucial variable in this equation.  
· Focus on being empathetic toward others, rather than on being responsible for one’s own integrity, can actually lessen the odds for an organism’s survival by lowering the other’s thresholds, helping them to avoid challenge and compromising the mobilization of their “nerve.”  (page 135)

On the one hand, there can be no question that the notion of feeling for others, caring for others, identifying with others, being responsive to others, and perhaps even sharing their pain exquisitely or excruciatingly is heartfelt, humanitarian, highly spiritual, and an essential component in a leader’s responsive repertoire.  But it has rarely been my experience that being sensitive to others will enable those “others” to become more self-aware, that being more “understanding” of others causes them to mature, or that appreciating the plight of others will make them more responsible for their being, their condition, or their destiny.  (pages 136-137)
Ultimately, societies, families, and organizations are able to evolve out of a state of regression because their leaders are able, by their well-defined presence, to regulate the systemic anxiety in the relationship system they are leading and to inhibit the invasiveness of those factions which would preempt its agenda.  (page 137)

The kind of “sensitivity” that leaders most require is a sensitivity to the degree of chronic anxiety and the lack of self-differentiation in the system that surrounds them.  
· The development of that ability requires that they focus primarily on maintaining a self-regulation of their own reactive mechanisms, and 
· That they muster up the stamina to define themselves continually to those who lack such self-regulation…. 
· It has to do with leaders putting their primary emphasis on their own continual growth and maturity.  (pages 137-138)

The nature of a hostile environment: Pathogenic forces or entities lack self-regulation and thus will be perpetually invading the space of their neighbors.  Organisms that are unable to self-regulate do not learn from experience, and are invulnerable to insight.  Thus empathy will not help them.  This is true from all of life’s organization, from viruses to humanity.  Recognizing the universality of these principles can create a major reorientation for understanding and dealing with many of the dilemmas of leadership, especially resistance, sabotage, perversity and madness. (page 138)

Friedman goes through an explanation showing how destructive forces in the world whether viruses, malignant cells, human beings and even institutions all have the inability to self-regulate in common.  

· Viruses invade other cells, because they cannot reproduce without the nuclei of the cells they invade.  

· Malignant cancer cells are unable to develop a capacity for self-definition, do not specialize, are unconnected through reciprocal networks with other cells that might influence and regulate their growth and behavior, reproduce uncontrollably and do not know when to quit.

· Substance abusers, chronically abusive family members and members of institutions who never quit being difficult behaves in reactive ways, are prone to take advantage of others good-will and are unable to self-regulate their behavior.  And their behavior infects the communities and networks in which they live.

Nurturing growth in children always follows two principles.  
· One is: Stay out of its way; you cannot ‘grow’ another by will or technique.  
· But the second is: Don let it ‘overgrow’ you.

Friedman also believes that the destructive forces also work in institutions.  (pages 139-150)

Self-regulation in the host: Despite their potential to create pathology, pathogens do not have the power to create pathology on their own.  There must also be a lack of self-regulation in the host.  It is not merely the presence of the pathogen that causes pathology, but also the response of the organism that ‘hosts’ it.  (page 150)

Survival in a hostile environment depends on self-regulatory capacity: If lack of self-regulation is the essential characteristic of organisms that are destructive, it is precisely the presence of self-regulatory capacity that is critical to the health, survival, and evolution of an organism or an organization.  
· This is the function of the leader within any institution: to provide that regulation through his or her non-anxious, self-defined presence.

The resources for survival in a hostile environment are:

· a healthy dose of self, 
· the capacity to take responsibility for one’s condition, 
· resiliency,
·  self-regulation of anxious activity, and
·  a varied repertoire of responses. (page 151)

Whenever anyone is in extremis (whether it is a marital crisis, an economic crisis, a political crisis, or a health crisis) their chances of survival are far greater when their horizons are formed of projected images from their own imagination rather than being limited by what they can actually see.  Or, to reverse it, to the extent the horizons of individuals in extremis are limited to what they can actually see, their chances of survival are far less than if their horizons include thinking processes include projected images from their own imagination. (page 153)

There are always three factors involved in survival, no matter how toxic the environment.  
· One is the physical reality.  
· The second is dumb luck.  
· The third is the response of the organism, which can often modify the influence of the first two.

When life crises are viewed in terms of proportional or systems thinking rather than straight-line, linear thinking then outcomes other than mere capitulation or escape become possible.  
· One such outcome is the mobilization of an organism’s resources such as resiliency, determination, self-regulation and stamina.  
· A second is transformation of the organism, which includes a higher capacity to deal with future crises.  
· A third is modification of the toxicity of the environment. (page 154)

There is one more aspect of this formula that is important for leaders and their consultants.  An enormous number of problems that parents, marriage partners, and other leaders have to deal with are crises produced by their own differentiation.  
· To the extent one focuses solely on how painful a situation is, there is no way to judge whether things are getting worse or really improving, fundamentally.  Despite the fact that things seem to be getting worse, that is, more toxic, the entire system also may be adapting for the better.  To recognize that fact can help keep anxiety down.  
· If a leader who has sought help can be taught how to stay in touch with the reactive group without taking their issues so seriously that he or she is thrown off course, increased differentiation can become a form of leadership that, if sustained, often will result in the rest getting over what ails them.  This can turn the pattern of adaptation toward the one who is becoming better differentiated, thus affecting the evolution of the entire “colony.”  (pages 156-157)
