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In questo articolo viene utilizzato il MmE-model o 
Major-minor-Equivalency model, in primo luogo per 
evidenziare tutto ciò che contiene la violenza, da dove 
viene, come si sviluppa e quali sono i suoi meccanismi. In 
questo modo possiamo vedere come il modello Major-
minor-Equivalency permette di analizzare la violenza e 
di esaminare quali sono i suoi strumenti. In secondo 
luogo MmE-model è utilizzato per chiarire ciò che è la 
nonviolenza e come l’ Equivalency-model ne è alla base e 
quali sono gli strumenti di questo modello. L’intero 
articolo offre esempi molto concreti e riconoscibili, in 
particolare nel campo educativo. Alla fine l’autrice 
presenta due casi che consentono di capire come mettere in 
pratica l’educazione nonviolenta. 

In this article the MmE-model or Major-minor-
Equivalency model is used, to first make clear what 
violence all contains, where it comes from, how it develops 
and what are the mechanisms of  violence. So we see how 
the Major-minor model is at the basis of  violence and 
also examine what are the instruments of  this model. 
Secondly the MmE-model is used to clarify what 
nonviolence is, how the Equivalency-model is at the basis 
of  it and what are the instruments of  this model. 
Through the whole article lots of  very concrete and 
recognisable examples are given, particularly on the level 
of  education. At the end a couple of  cases are more 
largely developed to understand how to put nonviolent 
education in practice. 
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There are many ways to define nonviolence. The most efficient and useful 

one for concrete, everyday situations in education is the one emerging from the 
MmE-model or Major-minor-Equivalency-model174. To understand this model 
we shall successively look at how we deal with differences, what is the Major-
minor model, what does violence all contain, what is Equivalency and so we’ll 
get to define nonviolence. On this path we’ll situate everytime education, and so 
we’ll get to define nonviolent education. 

                                                 
174 The model has been developed by working since about 40 years, day after day, in different cul-

tures, with quite a variety of groups (families, schools, communities, organisations, workplaces, prisons, 
groups with inter-ethnical conflicts, etc.). We confronted -and still are confronting- the work in those 
very different settings. Progressively we came to develop a working model, which we used as it progres-
sively was growing. And it continued to grow by being used. So the practice was feeding the theory and 
the theory was feeding back the practice in an interwoven way. 
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1. DIFFERENCES 

Everyone is different, everyone is unique. In itself this is not problematic at 
all, this is not negative or positive. It’s just a fact. Differences exist on the level of 
characteristics, like appearances, needs, dispositions, tastes, habits, activities, etc. 

 
Examples 
One person is tall, another one is short. One is a female, the other a male. One is old, an-

other one young. There are white and black people. Someone likes quiet music, another one pre-
fers to listen to hard rhythmic music. Some people need more sleep than other ones. Not everyone 
likes to read. Some need to move a lot, other ones less. Some like sweet, other ones salted. Some 
like it when everything is always neatly on the same spot, other ones don’t think it’s important.  

 
All those differences can apply between adults, but also at one side for an 

adult and at the other for a child or an adolescent. And all children will not nec-
essarily show the one same characteristic and all adults the other same one. 

 
Examples 
When there is a child and an adult it is not always so that it’s the child who prefers to lis-

ten to hard rhythmic music and the adult to quiet music; or that it’s the child who is disordered 
and the adult who likes order; or that the child needs more sleep than the adult…It can all be 
just the contrary. 

 
As a consequence of these differences in characteristics, opinions and points 

of view of people will also often be different. 
 
Examples 
- Stefano is taller than Carla. Where will they want to put a package on the shelves? Both 

can have a different point of view about this: Stefano wants to put it on top of the shelves, Carla 
lower. 

- Giovanni and Daria want together to listen to music. Giovanni prefers a hard rhythmic 
piece of music and Daria a quiet one. So he wants to listen to the Rolling Stones, but she would 
like to listen to classic opera. 

- Marco loves to eat fish, Angela hates it. Marco would love Angela would go and eat fish 
together with him, but she doesn’t want to do it. 

- One teacher thinks when appropriate it’s a good way to inflict a punishment, another one 
is of the opinion that punishments are not pedagogically right. This maybe can be explained by 
the fact the first one is a man and thus had a ‘male education’, and the second one is a woman 
and thus had a ‘female education’; or maybe by the fact they had different experiences with be-
ing punished; or that they had a different kind of education and training; or they have a differ-
ent kind of sensitivity. 
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2. THE MAJOR-MINOR MODEL OR M-M MODEL 

In itself a situation where there are differences doesn’t need to be considered 
as problematic: it’s just a normal human situation, which in itself is not problem-
atic at all. But it becomes a problem when people deal with these differences us-
ing the Major-minor model or M-m model (see fig.1). Because this means that 
people put their own characteristic or point of view above the characteristic or 
point of view of the other. They (try to) put themselves in the Major-position or M-
position ( = they are right, good, better, superior, they dominate, they win) and the 
other one(s) in the minor-position or m-position ( = they are wrong, bad, worse, 
inferior, they loose). Or people feel put in a m-position by a third party. Or people 
put themselves in a m-position, because they have been put so often in a minor-
position before. This doesn’t always happen consciously and wished. 

 

 
Fig.1. Major-minor model 

 
 
With the M-m model judgements of values are linked to the differences, and 

one judges the (different) characteristic or point of view of the other person… 
and consequently also the other one as a person. 

 
Examples (falling back on the above mentioned examples) 
- Stefano declares the package will be better on top of the shelves, it’s more logic and easier 

to put it there. But Carla says if it’s lower it will be more convenient and better. 
- Daria portrays the music Giovanni chooses as stupid and immature, she says her music is 

much nicer and is real music. Giovanni says her music is putting people asleep, it’s not cool at 
all.  
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- Marco argues fish is tasting so good, and Angela doesn’t know what is good food. 
- Teacher Sandro thinks and declares that his collegue Elena goes the wrong way, she 

doesn’t know how to deal with children, she is not a good teacher, she is too sensitive and too 
soft. On her side Elena says Sandro is too severe and authoritarian, that he better had worked 
with the police that in a school. 

 
It’s interesting to notice these examples can happen between two adults, but 

also between an adult and a child or an adolescent, or between two children or 
adolescents.  

 
Often the differences are not so clearly present, but there is still a situation of 

Major and minor based on differences of characteristics.  
 
Examples 
- Child-child: A child says to another one : “Look! You can’t do what I can!” 
- Adult-child: A child has to do something he doesn’t like and the adult doesn’t do it him- or 

herself; the child doesn’t understand why, doesn’t agree and feels unjustly treated 
- Adult-adult: Someone gets less paid than someone else for the same work. Someone is threat-

ened by someone else 
- Group-group: People belonging to a particular ethnical group can’t get some functions in the 

society, or can’t go to school in their own language.  
 
Feeling/putting oneself in a Major- or minor position can happen with many 

different means:  
 
1) in an invisible or emotional way : 
a) with nonverbal means (look, facial expression, sarcastic smile, gesture, at-

titude, turning one’s back, etc.) 
b) with words (negative criticism, judgment, labeling, insult, order, patronizing, 

putting down, etc.) 
 
2) in a visible or physical way : 
a) with body-touching (hitting, pushing, fetching a blow, biting, sexual harass-

ment, etc.) 
b) with an object (usual objects like a book or a broken bottle; objects produced 

for the only purpose to put other ones in a m-position : these are weapons). 
 
But nobody likes to be in a m-position. So when human beings are feeling put in 

a m-position they develop energy to get out of it. This energy is generated by our 
self-preservation or self-conservation instinct. This instinct is inherent to human 
nature. It urges us on to defend and to protect ourselves. It’s our survival instinct, 
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to survive as well physically as psychologically. This reaction we have to get our-
selves out of the minor-position is thus healthy and normal.  

 
But what is less healthy is that people usually think of the M-position as the only 

alternative for the m-position: they think the M-m system is the only existing one, 
that means that there is no other way to defend themselves than by putting them-
selves into a M-position, and thus someone else in the m-position.  

In this way the situation of differences becomes a conflict, tension comes up. 
Because everyone tries to put him- or herself in a Major-position but at the same 
time is pushed by the other one in a minor-position. And the energy produced 
by our survival instinct becomes aggression. The energy which originally is very 
healthy and doesn’t involve any problem, is transformed into a harmful energy. 

 
This leads to the three mechanisms of violence: the escalation, the chain and 

the internalization (see fig.2). These mechanisms can take place between individ-
uals but also between groups. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Violence: the root and the mechanisms. 
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3. THE THREE MECHANISMS OF VIOLENCE 

a) The escalation of violence: People put themselves in a Major-position against the 
people by whom they first felt put in a minor-position, they attack them on their 
turn. This leads to quarrels, revenge, fights, wars. 

 
The means that are used are often in the order as mentioned above: first non-

verbal means, then words are added, afterwards body-touching, and finally also ob-
jects (see fig.2). Sometimes the course of the escalation is less systematic. 

 
During education usually adults try to gradually teach to children and adoles-

cents not to use the visible, physical means. An imaginary threshold is created 
between the invisible and visible phase, and children and youngsters have to 
learn to remain as much as possible below this threshold. This comes from the 
fact that usually people think the visible or physical violence is more serious, 
worse, than the invisible one (non-verbal and verbal). Sometimes people even 
think the invisible phase is no violence, but only the visible, physical one is vio-
lence.  

But invisible violence is clearly not necessarily less painful and hurting than 
visible violence: just think of how terrible it can be to be neglected, or how much 
someone can suffer of indifference. So this approach of ‘remaining below the 
threshold’ doesn’t solve anything, it doesn’t reduce violence and pain, is surely 
not nonviolence, but only makes violence less visible, and therefore often more 
difficult to deal with. 

 
Some examples of escalations: 
- Between two children: Sandro who got insulted by Tino (invisible phase), insults Tino in his 

turn (again invisible) or hits him (visible). 
- Between two groups of youngsters, the group of Carlo and the one of Alberto: On the 

playground Carlo’s group always laughs at the clothes of the boys of Alberto’s group, making 
all sorts of jokes about them. In the classroom Alberto’s group laughs everytime when someone 
of Carlo’s group makes a mistake, or when the teacher is blaming or punishing one of them. 
Carlo’s group tries to make fun of Alberto’s group in front of the girls, Alberto’s group tries to 
be at the side of the teachers against Carlo’s group. 

- Between a parent and a child: Mam says David has to eat his soup, but David doesn’t 
eat. Mam says if he doesn’t eat his soup, he won’t get dessert. David says he anyway wasn’t 
going to eat dessert, it’s disgusting. Mam shouts: “If you don’t eat your soup, you won’t go to 
the swimming lesson!” David snickers: “Hm! You don’t want me to drown, do you?!” 

- Between a teacher and a student: The teacher feels put in a minor-position by student 
Giovanna who is refusing to fill in her workbook, and this as the whole class is watching. The 
teacher says: “Aren’t you able to write perhaps? Shall I send you back to the elementary 
school? I indeed think you would be better at your place there!” “And you would better go to 
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the kindergarten! Maybe you can do something more useful there than here! You even don’t 
know what is teaching!” Giovanna bites back. “Shut up or I put a note in your diary, you, 
impolite girl!” “No problem, I don’t care, my parents anyhow also think you are an idiot.”  

- Between two parents, Antonio and Stephania: Antonio starts to wash the dishes, Steph-
ania says he should use more detergent, he answers she shouldn’t put her nose in his activities, 
she adds she knows it’s better to use more, he throws a plate in the water and shouts she just 
can do it herself if she all knows it better, etc.  

- Between two adults, in general: Someone who regularly feels upset by the loud music of his 
neighbours, disturbs the garden party of his neighbours by spreading a bad smell. Most fights be-
tween two people or two gangs (taking revenge). 

- Between two groups: All those year/decades long lasting wars, like between Palestinians and 
Israeli, in N-Ireland, etc.  

 
b) The chain of violence: People put themselves in a Major position against a third 

party, who has nothing to do with how they felt put in a minor position before. 
 
When people feel put in a minor-position, it doesn’t always lead to an escalation. 

It can be they don’t dare or cannot or don’t want to do something against the peo-
ple who did put them in a minor-position. This because the other one is physically 
stronger, or the other one anyhow will have the last word, or the other one is sup-
ported by the rest of the group and oneself stands alone, or one is depending of or 
hierarchically subordinated to the other one. So for many reasons people don’t do 
anything to put themselves on their turn in a Major-position against the people by 
whom they felt put in a minor-position. But what happens then with their energy 
inside produced by the survival instinct? It will still make they will put themselves in 
a Major-position, but this time not against the people who did put them in a minor-
position, but other people: a third party. People look (often unconsciously) for a 
victim, a black sheep, a scapegoat on which they can work it off. Often this happens 
not immediately and/or not in the same environment. 

 
Just like in an escalation there are in a chain visible and invisible parts or links. 

So in a chain one can put oneself in a Major-position against a third person, with 
non-verbal means and with words, causing psychological suffering, or using the 
body or an object, causing physical pain.  

 
Examples of chains: 
- Among children: The other children of the class often laugh when Antonio cannot do some-

thing or answer to a question well. It makes Antonio feel so bad. On the playground Antonio fre-
quently hits the younger Brabo. A bit later Brabo then pulls the bag of another child out of his 
hands or hides something of another child. He often does this with Philippo. Philippo regularly hits 
his little sister when he gets home.  
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- Between adults and children: Paolo had a bad day at work: he didn’t feel appreciated at all 
but only criticized although he feels he did lots of efforts to do well his work. When he returns home, 
he drives quite aggressively, so that another driver, Bernardo, needs very suddenly to brake not to hit 
his car. Bernardo is furious: he almost had an accident! When Bernardo gets home he immediately 
complains to his wife she is not ready with the meal. She then shouts at one of the children he is not 
doing his homework. He hits his sister when she comes to her mother. She has the feeling he is al-
ways putting her down or hitting her, and when she complains about it to her parents they always 
are at the side of her brother. She often behaves aggressively at school towards the teachers. 

- Among adults: Adults also can bully one another. Someone can feel badly done by his group 
or team, laughed at or criticized, and on his/her turn mock someone else, so that this last one is in 
a bad light in the group. 

- Vandalism and ‘meaningless’ violence: The chain can also manifest itself in vandalism. 
When people feel put in a minor-position because they have the feeling nobody does appreciate them, 
or they feel turned away, or they got jobless. The energy of their survival instinct can make they 
damage a bus shelter, by which they put people using this shelter in a minor-position. Or they make 
scratches in parked cars. Or they can even get to do ‘meaningless’ physical violence to people chosen 
at random.  

- Between groups: A minority, which feels oppressed in its country by the majority, will discrim-
inate/look down on immigrants or Roma or homosexuals. 

 
c) The internalization: People cannot or don’t want to put themselves into a 

Major-position either against the person by whom they first felt put in a minor-
position (escalation) or against a third party (chain). So they stick in the minor-
position and the energy produced by the survival instinct can’t get out and is turned 
against themselves.  

The internalization often is only temporary: it lasts until people find a way or a 
situation to put themselves again in a Major-position, through escalation or chain. 
But often also the internalization is not temporary, and then the energy accumu-
lates. In this way violence is committed against the people themselves. And it can 
become visible: depression, psychosomatic diseases (anorexia, migraine, eczema, 
ulcer, cancer), self-mutilation, drug addiction, suicide. 

 
Examples of internalization: 
 - Among children: A child who feels not appreciated and excluded in the class will become 

depressive (invisible phase), or sometimes even commits suicide (visible phase). 
 - Between adult and child: A child who has the feeling his parents always criticize him/her 

and don’t love him/her, is taking drugs or mutilates him- or herself. 
 - Between adults: As a woman feels unhappy in her marriage, she develops a psychosomatic 

disease. Or someone threatened by a gang doesn’t know an out way and kills himself. 
 - Between groups: An ethnical group has the feeling its culture is not as valuable as the one of 

other groups, considers itself as primitive or not civilised, and looses it progressively and suffers from 
that. Some people of that group commit suicide or take drugs. 
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4. THE INSTRUMENTS OF THE M-M MODEL: ARGUMENTS 

The M-m model is at the base of the three mechanisms of violence, so we call it 
the root of violence. 

The instruments of the M-m model are called arguments. These are all means 
people use to try to be right, and thus to put oneself in the Major-position, and to 
put the other one in the wrong, and thus in the minor-position.  

There are four important kinds of arguments: 
- the positive arguments: one presents positive aspects of one’s own point of 

view, to move oneself up toward the M-position 
- the negative arguments: one mentions negative aspects of the point of view of 

the other, to push down the other person toward the m-position 
- the glorifying arguments: one says positive aspects about oneself, to push one-

self up even more into the M-position  
- the destructive arguments: one cites negative aspects of the other person, to 

push the other one even more down into the m-position. Among these devices are 
racist, ageist and sexist remarks. A way in which another differs – skin colour, youth 
or age, gender – will be presented as negative and used to devalue the other’s point 
of view, usually unrelated to the attribute referred to. 

 
Examples of arguments: 
In the situation where a team of teachers would like their colleague-teacher to stay and talk 

with them during lunch break, and she doesn’t want it: what arguments could they use to try to 
make her change her mind? 

- positive arguments: “It’s important for the good spirit in the school to stay together during 
the lunch break. Everyone feels better in this way. Every normal person needs to talk with the 
colleagues during the breaks.” 

- negative arguments: “This is an unsocial behaviour. If everyone would stay on his own 
during the break it really would be a boring business in the school. This is really not the appro-
priate moment to correct assignments or to do other work for school!”  

- glorifying arguments: “I never would isolate myself from the others. I am a very social per-
son. The colleagues know they always can count on me.” 

- destructive arguments: “You really are unsocial. You don’t take into account the other 
ones and how they feel. You only think of yourself. You don’t know what is cosiness.” Or (gos-
siping): “She really is unsocial. She doesn’t take into account the other ones and how they feel. 
She doesn’t know what is cosiness. But, yes, she always was a weirdy.”  

Besides arguments there are of course many other means that are used to try 
to put oneself in a Major-position and to belittle someone, as threats, punish-
ment, giving orders, blackmail, etc. 
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5. THE EQUIVALENCY-MODEL OR E-MODEL 

To want to get out of the minor-position is inherent to human beings, it’s a 
healthy reaction. But to try to achieve this by putting oneself in the Major-
position is not inherent to human nature. And moreover this reaction is at the 
origin of violence. The beautiful and healthy energy produced by the instinct of 
survival develops then at the expense of someone and becomes damaging and 
destructive. The energy becomes aggression. 

Happily we also can develop this energy in another way: we can get out of the 
minor-position, but without putting ourselves in a Major-position. 

Not to get into the mechanisms of violence and in violence, we have to deal 
with differences in another way than with the Major-minor model. So we get to 
another model for dealing with differences, with which no one gets either in a 
minor or in a Major position: the Equivalency-model or E-model. This model is 
at the basis of non-violence, just like the Major-minor model is at the basis of 
violence (see fig.3) 

 
Fig. 3. Violence vs. Nonviolence 

 
We talk about Equivalency and not about equality. The fact is that the term 

‘equal’ contains two contents: on the one hand it means ‘the same’, ‘identical’, on 
the other hand it also means ‘equivalent’, ‘of the same value’. And the starting 
point is ‘differences’. Well then, differences never can become ‘the same’, ‘identi-
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cal’. So we don’t call our model the one of ‘equality’, but the one of ‘Equivalen-
cy’. The distinction ‘equal’ – ‘equivalent’ is surely not without importance. Often 
we try –with the best intentions– to look for an alternative for the Major-minor 
model by making people ‘equal’, but in this way we don’t get into the model of 
‘Equivalency’. 

 
Examples 
- There is a boy in a class who is very different from the others. He behaves differently, has 

other interests and hobbies. So the other boys consider him as ‘abnormal’, as ‘an oddball’. By 
the whole class he is put in a minor-position: they laugh at him, rag him, and exclude him.  

I sometimes work with classes on such problematic situations. Then I often very quickly get 
from the other students the answer: “Isn’t simple: If he doesn’t want to be bullied, then he just 
should behave a bit more normally…!” This means that the class suggests that the boy in ques-
tion just has to become as the others: he has to become ‘equal’ to the others. But if he would try 
to do as if he was like the others, then he would not be getting himself out of the minor-position. 
It just would be the opposite: he would push himself even deeper into it, because he would be 
loosing his own identity, with all the chaotic consequences of this. That’s just the way this boy is, 
the fact is that he is different from the others, he cannot just like that become like his class-
mates. At the very most he can be pretending to be. But this is painful, so painful that he would 
not be the first one to be thinking of suicide because of this. 

- There were two brothers. People called one ‘the quick one’, and the other ‘the sloooow one’ 
– with a clear negative undertone. The last one every time again had to hear: “Look at your 
brother, he at least is not always doing things so slowly! You really have to learn to be quicker, 
it can’t go on like this, you will have to change if in your later life you want to fit in our socie-
ty.” But how can a quiet175 person be retrained to a quick one…By talking in this way to a 
child you will give him an inferiority complex: he will think that he is not as good as his quick-
er brother, that he is not good as he is, that he is ‘wrong’. Maybe he will in all kinds of ways 
try to hide his quiet nature. No: the fact is that the two brothers are different, and no one can 
make them ‘equal’. 

- How often don’t children and youngsters hear us say: “Can’t you act normally?! Can’t 
you do like everyone?! People are going to laugh at you if you continue like that! What are peo-
ple going to think if they see you like that!” 

6. THE INSTRUMENTS OF THE EQUIVALENCY-MODEL: FOUNDATIONS 

The arguments (the instruments of the Major-minor model) are superficial in-
struments: they only are used with the objective of achieving the Major-position. 
When we use them we not so much think of their content and possible conse-
                                                 

175 Notice the distinction we make between ‘slow’ (with negative undertone) and ‘quiet’ (neu-
tral). 
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quences, the only thing that counts is that they are opportune to help us to get 
into the Major-position.  

 
In the model of Equivalency, we don’t use arguments, but foundations. They 

are flatly opposed to arguments: they are depth-instruments. Foundations are the 
elements supporting the points of view, being at their basis. They are the reasons 
why one has a certain point of view. They can be feelings, needs, values, objec-
tives, interests, habits, etc.: they always are an answer to the question why there is 
a certain point of view. Characteristic for foundations is that they cannot be 
judged: there are no good or bad foundations. They just are. If someone would 
pass a judgment on them, then they don’t remain foundations and the person 
goes back to the Major-minor model. 

 
To formulate foundations it’s essential to use ‘I-messages’ instead of ‘you-

messages’and/or general statements or considerations. So we say something 
about ourselves, and not about the other one: we are not talking about what the 
other one is doing or not, what the other should be doing or not, or how the 
other one should behave, etc. We also don’t fall back on general statements or 
‘truths’ like “It is very important that…”, “Yet it’s a fact that…”, “Everybody 
knows that…” etc. But we do say: “I think this is very important”, “I am afraid 
that…”, “I am used to…”, “I am raised with the idea that…”, “I need…”, “I 
feel happy when…”, “I find it difficult when…”. And we should avoid verbs like 
‘want’, ‘must’and ‘know’: they bring us back to the Major-minor system. 

7. THREE PATHS TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

So, broadly considered, there are two models to educate children: there is the 
destructive Major-minor model and the constructive Equivalent model. 

How can we ‘teach’ children and youngsters to behave in a constructive 
Equivalent way? There are three paths to do so. There are three paths through 
which we can teach them to behave either in a destructive Major-minor way or in 
a constructive Equivalent way:  

1. The A-A or adult-adult path: how adults in the environment of children do 
behave with one another. This is the model adults offer to children by their own 
behaviour.  

Examples 
Every time a child sees and hears adults behave with one another in a M-m way (also how 

they talk about one another), the child is educated in the M-m model. Every time a child sees adults 
behave in an Equivalent way with one another, the child is educated in the E-model. 

This can happen between the two parents, between a parent and a teacher, between a parent 
and a neighbor, adults in a movie, etc.. 
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2. The A-CH or adult-child path: how adults behave with children. 
Examples 
If an adult does put him/herself in a Major-position towards a child, he/she is teaching the 

Major-minor model to the child. But if the adult puts him/herself in a minor-position towards 
the child, he/she is also teaching the Major-minor model to the child. Every time an adult be-
haves in an equivalent way, the adult is teaching Equivalency to the child. 

3. The A-CH/CH or adult-child/child path or adult in front of two children: 
how adults deal with relationships between children 

Examples 
Every time an adult considers the relationship between two children in a M-m way, the adult is 

teaching the M-m model to the children. Every time an adult does this in an Equivalent way, the 
children are educated into the E-model. 

Adults often teach the M-m model to children through this path when they compare children 
with one another, or in a fight between children when they look for the guilty one, the bad one, for 
who should be punished. 

8. RESOLVING A CONFLICT 

Disagreement is handled in totally different ways by the M-m and E-models. 
With the M-m model, there are only two possibilities. Either I am right or you are. 
We are in a two-dimensional system and each solution proposed or reached stimu-
lates the same kind of reaction : “You see? I was right!” or “Who did win finally?” 
But often the M-m model doesn’t offer any out way at all: every time we defend 
ourselves we do this in an attacking way, by which the other person is provoked to 
defend him or herself, again in an attacking way, again provoking us or another per-
son. It locks us into an escalatory dynamic. 

By contrast, the E model leads us to innumerable solutions, which emerge from 
a way of thinking which transcends the two-dimensional restriction. They are creat-
ed by understanding and respecting all of the foundations of both parties involved 
in the conflict. 

While with the M-m model finding a solution is predominant, with the E-model 
the process by which one finds it is most important. This means that in the Equiva-
lency we must dare to let go our obsession on a solution, to be able to pass through 
the process. And out of this process a solution will come out. The people in conflict 
enter that process by revealing the foundations of both sides, acknowledging and 
respecting those of the opponent as much as one’s own, then following a series of 
steps toward solution (see fig.4). 
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Fig. 4. Process towards a Nonviolent Solution 

 
 
To behave in an Equivalent way, we need to be able, when we are faced with 

someone with a contradictory point of view of ours : 
- to be aware and express our foundations (feelings, needs, habits, thoughts, val-

ues, etc), which are at the basis of our own point of view, without trying to make 
them look like the good or right or better ones; 

- to ask for and listen to the feelings, needs, habits, thoughts, values that are at 
the basis of the contradictory point of view of the other, without putting those 
down (not even with a joke or in a nonverbal way like with an ironic smile, or when 
the people are absent); 

- not to put labels on, or have judgments or prejudices of any kind about people 
who are different from us or have different points of view. 

9. EQUIVALENCY IN PRACTICE: A COUPLE OF CASES 

Let us now look to a couple of situations and analyze them on basis of Equiva-
lency. Every time we use fig.4 with the diagram of concretization of the Equivalen-
cy. This process has three steps: 

1. Search for the foundations of both points of view ( = go in depth); this leads 
to placing in Equivalency. 

2. Equivalent or nonviolent communication ( = communication in depth, real 
dialogue); so we bring all the different foundations together. 

3. Creation of a nonviolent solution in depth, out of all foundations. Usually 
the solution is a complex entity composed by several elements, by which all founda-
tions are satisfied. 
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a) Between a parent and a child: A child doesn’t want to eat 

A very classic situation of a conflict between a parent and a child is at the table: 
the parent wants the child to eat, and the child doesn’t want it. So often it becomes 
an escalation, a fight. So often there are real ‘wars’at the family table. The parent us-
es arguments, like:  

- “You will become strong if you eat” (positive argument) 
- “You will be sick if you don’t eat” (negative argument) 
- “Look: I always eat everything that is on the table!” (glorifying argument) 
- “You always are so difficult!” (destructive argument) 
And the parent often also uses threats : “If you don’t eat, you won’t go to the 

party of your friend!” All these are instruments of the Major-minor system. 
 
When children are very young, most of the time they naturally use foundations, 

like “I don’t like it”, “I am not hungry”, “I don’t feel like eating”, etc. Foundations 
are I-messages, telling something about oneself. But the parent often doesn’t listen 
to those foundations, or destroys them, or laughs at them: “Don’t be silly! Eat 
now!”, “Well, if you don’t like it, you will learn to like it by eating it!”, “Stop being 
difficult! You just eat now!”, etc. That means the parent doesn’t listen to and respect 
the foundations of the child, but pushes them down and so transforms them into 
negative or even destructive arguments.  

In fact the child was communicating in Equivalency, but the parent brings the 
communication back into the Major-minor system. And so, when the child be-
comes older, it quickly also will learn to use arguments and will communicate in a 
Major-minor way. That means that the child will not listen to the adult, and not re-
spect the foundations of the adult (his or her needs, feelings, values, etc.), but also 
counter-attack what the adult says. And before the child can talk, he or she already 
will counter-attack without words, by shouting, crying, refusing to eat, throwing the 
food on the ground, etc. 
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Let us have a look what could be foundations176 of the two different points of 
view of the parent and the child177: 

 
Parent: I want you to eat (what I prepare) Child: I don’t want to eat (what you prepare) 
1. I did a big effort to still prepare a meal af-
ter coming home from my work. 
2. I al afraid you will be too weak to go to 
school. 
3. I am convinced it is not enough what you 
are eating. 
4. I am afraid you could have a food defi-
ciency. 
5. I did use natural ingredients that I believe 
can help you grow better. 
6. I am afraid if you don’t eat now at the ta-
ble you will want to eat sweets later (with in-
gredients I think are not healthy). 
7. I feel better when I see you eating. 
8. I am worried for your health. 
9. I am afraid of the criticism and judgments 
of people who consider you as thin. 
10. I am afraid not to be able to stimulate the 
appetite of my child (with adequate food). 
11. I feel happy when I see you eat things I 
prepared with love. 
12. I am convinced that the food you eat 
outside of the house is not good for you. 
13. I am convinced that having eat a good 
meal makes you feel good the whole day. 
14. I am afraid you could have problems in 
the future. 
15. I have the feeling my work is not appre-
ciated. 
16. I need to be appreciated, to feel thank-
fulness. 
17. I feel bad when we are not close. 
 

1. I don’t feel like eating.
2. I am not hungry. 
3. I did eat cookies with my friends. 
4. I feel full. 
5. I don’t like the smell. 
6. I don’t feel weak. 
7. I have the feeling I have enough ‘fuel’. 
8. I feel good like I am. 
9. I am angry against Dad. 
10. I would like you to help me to eat. 
11. I feel tired. 
12. I have the feeling you give more attention 
to my little brother. 
13. I need more attention. 
14. I would like to eat pizza. 
15. I feel bad when you are insisting con-
stantly when I am eating. 
16. I am convinced what I’m eating is suffi-
cient for me. 
17. I am happy when I eat at school. 

 
  

                                                 
176 To bring about and to formulate foundations, some particular instructions need to be ob-

served, see exercise no 37 in ‘Difendersi senza aggredire. La potenza della nonviolenza’, see above. 
177 To read these two lists of foundations, we should take care of not reading them left-right-

left-right, but first all the ones of the left column, and afterwards all the ones of the right column. 
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To put Equivalency in practice, the parent should look for and discover his or 
her own foundations, admit them -there are no good and bad foundations, just 
foundations-, and if the parent wants to express them, do it in a non-aggressive way, 
not in a Major way, but with the formulation of the frame above. So the parent 
should not transform his or her foundations into positive arguments, for instance: 

- «I am afraid you will be too weak to go to school » (fd 2)  « You need to 
eat to be able to go to school! » 

- «I am afraid of the criticism and judgments of people who consider you as 
thin » (fd 9)  « People will laugh at you saying you are like a skeleton ! » 

The formulation is very important, but also the intonation and the facial gesture 
as the words are expressed. So depending of the intonation and the accents put in 
the sentence, the same words can become a foundation or an argument, like for fd 
1, 2 and 3. 

 
The parent also should listen in an open and respectful way when the child ex-

presses his or her foundations, thus not react like : 
- when the child says « I am not hungry » (fd 2) : « Don’t be stupid! Don’t tell 

things like that ! You mùst be hungry after such a day. » 
- when the child says « But you always give attention to him, and not to me ! » 

(on basis of fd 12) : « That’s not true ! I do much more for you than for him ! How 
do you dare to say something like that ?! You are an ungrateful child ! How can you 
be jealous of your own sweet little brother ?!» 

 
In this way all foundations can be brought together. And out of this gathering of 

foundations, solutions can be created. Some can be very simple, for instance. if the 
child quarrelled with his father before the meal (fd 9), then it can perhaps be suffi-
cient to listen to the feelings of the child after this quarrel, and he will eat immedi-
ately afterwards. But often a solution is a compound of several pieces, which all to-
gether satisfy all the foundations of the different parties involved. In this case the 
solution, that means the different pieces of the compound of the solution, could be:  

- speak with other parents and listen to their experiences (for fds 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
8, 9, 10, 12, 13 and 14 of the left column, and 2, 6, 7, 8 of the right column) ; 

- work on oneself (our expectations), look for being appreciated by other 
people than the child (the other parent f.i.) (for fds 1, 15, 16 of the left column) ; 

- let the child participate in the organisation of the menu (for fds 5, 14, 17 of 
the right column) ; 

- take care of having enough quiet and close times with the child, have regu-
larly activities with the child alone, which he or she likes (for fds 12, 13 of the right 
column) ; 

- take care of how we behave when we are at table with the child, put our-
selves in his or her skin (for fd 15 of the right column). 
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And in this way probably the child will eat much more easily, so that the last 
foundations of the parent (11 and 17 of the left column) are being satisfied too. 

 
We see how a conflict that could last for months – or even years – and could 

have very serious consequences, might be quickly resolved by opening ourselves to 
one another’s foundations through Equivalency. 

 
 

b) Between a teacher and a parent: A mother wants to talk with a teacher, and the teacher 
doesn’t want it 

This is about a situation which already was going on in a Major-minor way 
since a few weeks. Every time when the mother arrives on the playground at the 
end of the school day to get her daughter and she sees a certain teacher, she im-
mediately runs towards that teacher: she wants to talk with her.  

When the teacher sees the mother coming, she says to the other teachers 
around her: “There she is again! That woman just thinks her daughter is the only 
one here in this school! If I would do what she wants, I would be spending all 
my evenings with her. What a bitch!”, and she runs away. The mother sees the 
teacher run away and thinks: “Damned! She is again running away! Every day it’s 
the same! When she is not paid for it, then she doesn’t do anything! Is that a 
teacher?!... Completely irresponsible!”  

 
And this happens already since a few weeks every time again. In her thoughts or 

loudly, at the moment itself or/and also afterwards with others (= gossiping), each 
puts the other one in a minor-position. And this because each is feeling put in a mi-
nor-position by the other one. They are in an escalation. 

 
How can they deal with this situation in an equivalent way? For instance from 

the side of the teacher: The teacher makes a little group of 4 colleagues teachers, to 
set up together two parallel lists of (possible) foundations. The result looks like fol-
lowing:  

 
 

Teacher: I don’t want to talk with you 
about your child 

Mother: I want to talk with you about my 
child 

1. I have the feeling the former conversa-
tions were not very constructive 
2. I have the feeling the main problem is 
not about your child 
3. I am afraid the way we were talking 
until now is going to make my task as a 
teacher in the classroom more difficult 

1. I have the feeling my child means eve-
rything for me 
2. I am afraid my child will have to suffer 
as I did 
3. I am afraid my child will have difficul-
ties in the future as I had 
4. I am looking for support and security 
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4. I feel exhausted after such conversa-
tions 
5. I am afraid to become autoritheri-
an/aggressive against you 
6. I don’t understand what kind of prob-
lems you think there are 
7. I don’t feel confident with the agreed 
proposal 
8. I feel disappointed and irritated every 
time when you are doubting 
 

5. I am afraid my child is not completely 
seen as she is 
6. I myself am not sure my child feels 
good 
7. I would feel happy if I could spare my 
daughter all possible pain, disappointment, 
frustration, misfortune 
8. I every time again have new questions 
preoccupying me 
9. I don’t dare to take decisions myself 
 

 
We again observe how foundations differ from arguments: 
- not: “Talking with her anyway doesn’t help!”, but “I have the feeling the 

former conversations were not very constructive.” (fd 1, left),  
- not: “She is destroying people! She is making I won’t be able to teach any-

more!”, but: “I am afraid the way we were talking until now is going to make my 
task as a teacher in the classroom more difficult.” (fd 3, left). 

- not: “My child means everything for me”, but “I have the feeling my child 
means everything for me.” (fd 1, right). We indeed find yet in her other founda-
tions that her child doesn’t mean ‘everything’ for her, but that she herself is also 
important for her, happily… 

Sometimes just the intonation can make a foundation becomes an argument, 
that we step back from the Equivalency to the Major-minor. So for instance “I 
feel exhausted after such conversations” (fd 4, left), depending of the intonation 
and the facial gesture can come across as foundation or argument. This is also 
the case for “I don’t understand what kind of problems you think (or ‘she 
thinks’, if one would be talking about her to others) there are” (fd 6, left). And 
for “I feel disappointed and irritated every time when you are doubting.” (fd 8, 
left), it will be important to pay attention very well to the intonation, because the 
quite strong words have to be well set off by the intonation, to come to Equiva-
lency. 

 
During the exercise we also see – as we often see during this kind of exercise 

– the atmosphere in the group is changing. In the beginning the atmosphere is 
still quite vicious, aggressive, mocking, judging towards the (absent) mother. But 
progressively there is more and more understanding and empathy for her: “Yes, 
it’s difficult for her…She is raising her kid on her own. She had a very difficult 
childhood…And afterwards she still had quite difficult times...She had a difficult 
life.” In this way this exercise is a good preparation for having an actual conver-
sation in Equivalency with a person with whom one has a conflict, in this case 
the teacher with the mother. After such an exercise one is better able to listen 
with full openness, respect and tolerance when the mother says: 
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- “I am afraid my child will have to suffer as I did” (fd 2): not to react like 
“But you should not be afraid of that. It surely won’t happen.”, but: “I under-
stand you are afraid for that. And I think this shows how much you love your 
child. That’s beautiful.” Or “I have the feeling you went through very bad expe-
riences, that you are so afraid of this…” 

- “I am afraid my child is not completely seen as she is” (fd 5): not answer 
“No, we do see her very well as she is. Meanwhile we know her already very well. 
Don’t worry!”, but: “What do you mean? What do you think we don’t see of 
her?” 

- “I would feel happy if I could spare my daughter all possible pain, disap-
pointment, frustration, misfortune” (fd 7): not react like “But you shouldn’t raise 
your child on such a basis! This is completely wrong! A child has to learn to deal 
with frustration and pain. It even is good for a child. That’s life!”, but: “I hear 
how deep the pain is inside of yourself, how difficult it all has been for you, that 
you would like to spare your daughter all this...” 

And then here again the nonverbal language is so important: the facial ex-
pression, the glance, nodding with the head, eventually a pat on the back. And 
also insert silences, or short questions or sentences, which are giving space to the 
mother to tell what she needs to tell. 

After having listened long enough the teacher can of course also express 
his/her own thoughts, as long as it is not in a way of “I hear how deep the pain 
is inside of yourself, how difficult it all has been for you, that you would like to 
spare your daughter all this, BUT…” This means, as long as it is not again in a 
Major-minor way, with arguments, to try to convince. 

 
The foundations of the mother “I am looking for support and security”, “I 

every time again have new questions preoccupying me” and “I don’t dare to take 
decisions myself” (fdn 4, 8 & 9) finally were the ones that offered a path to a 
concrete solution to the teacher. After having assimilated all foundations of both 
parties she selected those three and decided those three foundations could be an-
swered by meeting the mother in a different way. Until now the teacher usually 
was telling mostly to the mother what her daughter had done, what she should 
do, what she could do better, what the mother should do or not for her daugh-
ter. And now she planned to have a conversation with the mother in a complete-
ly different way: not anymore talk as much herself, but listen to the mother, to 
her questions and doubts, to help her clarify her thoughts, to give her positive 
affirmation, to support her in taking decisions. This means that it does not be-
come ‘Will they talk or not, yes or not?’, the bipolar Major-minor way of think-
ing. It does not become yes or not, but HOW, how the talking will happen. This 
is very often the case in creating an equivalent solution.  
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This is indeed what then happened. And this meeting worked out very posi-
tively. And the mother didn’t ask afterwards to talk again with the teacher. 

In these two cases, we took some time to analyse what are the foundations at 
the basis of the conflict. Of course we don’t always need to take as much time to 
behave in Equivalency and Nonviolence. Often just with one sentence we can 
choose to go into the Major-minor model or into the Equivalency-model. 

10. EPILOGUE 

Conflicts grow out of dealing with differences in a Major-minor way. So dealing 
with differences in an Equivalent way is prevention of conflicts, avoiding to get into 
conflicts and the mechanisms of violence. 

If we work on transforming our conflicts and our ways of dealing with differ-
ences from the Major-minor-model toward the Equivalency-model, if we learn to 
deal with our children in an Equivalent way, it is clear that this can be the base of a 
transformation of the society in which we are living. And the more people do this, 
the more we all work on transforming our conflicts from the Major-minor-model 
toward the Equivalency-model, the more we transform our societies and the world 
from negative judgment and prejudice toward respect and tolerance, from violence 
and war toward harmony and peace. 
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