
decolonizing non violent communication

Decolonizing Nonviolent Communication is a vital and evolving practice, seeking to broaden the
applicability and effectiveness of this communication framework by acknowledging and dismantling
colonial legacies embedded within its principles and application. This article delves into what it means
to decolonize NVC, exploring its historical context, identifying potential colonial influences, and
offering practical strategies for creating more inclusive and culturally responsive communication
practices. We will examine how power dynamics, Westerncentric biases, and historical oppression can
impact how NVC is understood and implemented across diverse communities, and how to adapt these
tools to resonate authentically with global perspectives. By understanding these nuances, we can
foster deeper connection, mutual understanding, and equitable communication for everyone.
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Understanding the Need for Decolonizing Nonviolent
Communication

The call for decolonizing Nonviolent Communication arises from a growing awareness that many
established frameworks, including communication models, can inadvertently carry the weight of
colonial histories and Western-centric perspectives. While Nonviolent Communication (NVC),
developed by Marshall B. Rosenberg, offers powerful tools for fostering empathy and understanding,
its original formulation and widespread application have often occurred within contexts shaped by
colonialism. This means that assumptions about individuality, emotional expression, and conflict
resolution may not translate universally or equitably across all cultures and experiences. Recognizing
this is the first step toward ensuring that NVC can serve as a truly liberatory practice for all, rather



than a tool that perpetuates existing power imbalances or alienates those whose experiences differ
from the dominant cultural narrative.

The process of decolonization in communication is about critically examining the origins and
underlying assumptions of established models. It seeks to identify where these models might reflect
colonial values, such as a focus on individual needs over collective well-being, or a prescriptive
approach to emotional expression that might not align with all cultural norms. By doing so, we open
the door to a richer, more inclusive understanding and application of communication skills that honor
diverse worldviews and historical experiences. This journey is not about discarding NVC, but about
enriching it, making it more robust and relevant for a globalized world grappling with the ongoing
impacts of historical injustices.

Examining Colonial Influences on Communication
Frameworks

Colonialism, as a system of domination and control, has profoundly shaped global communication
landscapes. The imposition of Western linguistic structures, educational systems, and social norms
has often marginalized or erased indigenous ways of knowing and communicating. This has led to a
situation where many widely accepted communication theories and practices are rooted in Western
philosophical traditions, often emphasizing individualism, rationalism, and a specific understanding of
emotionality. These frameworks, while valuable in their own right, can sometimes fail to account for
the diverse communicative styles, relational orientations, and cultural values that have persisted or
evolved in non-Western societies, often in resistance to colonial pressures.

The legacy of colonialism is evident in how power is often embedded within communication
structures. For instance, dominant languages and communication norms can privilege those who
adhere to them, creating barriers for individuals from communities whose languages and
communication styles have been historically suppressed. This can manifest in professional settings,
educational institutions, and even interpersonal relationships, where dominant communication
patterns are often seen as the "norm" or the "correct" way to interact. Understanding these influences
is crucial for anyone seeking to engage in genuinely equitable communication practices, as it
highlights the need to actively question and deconstruct these ingrained patterns.

Identifying Colonial Legacies within Nonviolent
Communication

While Nonviolent Communication is widely celebrated for its potential to foster connection and reduce
conflict, it is essential to critically examine its development and dissemination through a decolonial
lens. Some scholars and practitioners argue that certain aspects of NVC may reflect underlying
assumptions rooted in Western individualistic philosophies. This can include a strong emphasis on
individual needs and feelings as the primary drivers of interaction, which might not fully resonate with
collectivist cultures where group harmony and communal responsibilities often take precedence. The
very structure of identifying and articulating personal feelings and needs, while powerful, could be
perceived as a foreign concept or an imposition in societies with different cultural norms around



emotional expression and interdependence.

Furthermore, the historical context of NVC's creation and its rapid global adoption has often occurred
within a framework where Western knowledge systems are implicitly or explicitly privileged. This can
lead to the marginalization of indigenous communication practices that have sustained communities
for centuries. The risk is that NVC, when presented without acknowledging these power dynamics,
might be perceived as a universal solution, inadvertently overshadowing or devaluing alternative,
equally valid, and often more culturally resonant ways of communicating and resolving conflict.
Therefore, decolonizing NVC involves a conscious effort to recognize these potential biases and to
actively integrate diverse perspectives into its practice and teaching.

Core Principles of Nonviolent Communication: A Critical
Lens

Nonviolent Communication is built upon several core principles: observation, feelings, needs, and
requests. The practice encourages individuals to separate objective observations from evaluations, to
identify and express their feelings, to connect those feelings to underlying universal human needs,
and to make clear, actionable requests. While these principles are designed to promote clarity and
empathy, a decolonial approach invites us to scrutinize them for potential cultural biases. For
instance, the emphasis on explicitly naming feelings might be challenging in cultures that value
emotional restraint or express emotions through indirect means. Similarly, the concept of "universal
needs" can be examined to ensure it doesn't inadvertently impose a Western understanding of human
psychology, potentially overlooking culturally specific interpretations of well-being and fulfillment.

The process of making requests also warrants a critical look. In some cultural contexts, direct
requests can be perceived as demanding or impolite, with indirect communication being the preferred
mode. Decolonizing NVC involves understanding these variations and adapting the practice to be
culturally sensitive. It means recognizing that while the underlying intention of NVC is valuable, the
specific linguistic and behavioral manifestations might need to be flexible to accommodate diverse
communication styles. This critical examination is not to dismiss the power of NVC, but to ensure its
principles are applied in a way that is respectful and effective across a wide spectrum of human
experience, honoring different ways of relating and communicating.

Decolonizing NVC: Adapting for Cultural Resonance

Adapting Nonviolent Communication for greater cultural resonance is a fundamental aspect of
decolonizing its practice. This involves moving beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and embracing the
understanding that communication is deeply embedded in cultural contexts. Instead of assuming
universality, practitioners are encouraged to engage in a process of co-creation and adaptation,
working with communities to understand how NVC principles can be expressed in ways that are
authentic and meaningful within their specific cultural frameworks. This might involve exploring
different linguistic nuances for expressing feelings or needs, or developing alternative ways to
articulate requests that align with local customs of politeness and social etiquette. The goal is to
ensure that the essence of NVC—empathy, connection, and mutual understanding—is preserved while



its outward expression is culturally congruent.

This adaptation process requires humility and a willingness to learn from diverse perspectives. It
means actively seeking out and listening to voices that have historically been marginalized within
communication discourse. It also involves a commitment to unlearning Western-centric biases that
may have been unconsciously internalized. By prioritizing cultural sensitivity and actively integrating
indigenous and other non-Western communication traditions, decolonizing NVC can become a more
inclusive, equitable, and powerful tool for building understanding and fostering positive change across
the globe. This evolution ensures that NVC remains a living practice, responsive to the rich tapestry of
human experience.

Practical Strategies for Decolonizing NVC

Implementing the principles of decolonizing Nonviolent Communication requires concrete actions
and a shift in mindset. One crucial strategy is to actively seek out and incorporate diverse
perspectives into NVC training and practice. This means inviting facilitators and thought leaders from
various cultural backgrounds to share their experiences and insights on how NVC can be adapted.
Another key approach involves critically examining the language used in NVC resources, looking for
opportunities to replace Western-centric idioms or concepts with more universally accessible or
culturally relevant terminology. This process can also involve exploring how indigenous languages
and communication practices offer alternative ways of understanding and expressing empathy,
needs, and requests.

Furthermore, decolonizing NVC encourages a move from prescriptive instruction to a more
collaborative and co-creative approach. Rather than presenting NVC as a fixed methodology,
facilitators can engage participants in exploring how its core principles can be interpreted and applied
within their specific cultural contexts. This might involve facilitating discussions about how emotions
and needs are understood and expressed in different societies, and collaboratively developing
communication strategies that honor these variations. Ultimately, the practice of decolonizing NVC is
an ongoing journey of learning, adaptation, and a commitment to fostering genuinely inclusive and
equitable communication for all.

Embracing Indigenous Communication Paradigms

A critical component of decolonizing Nonviolent Communication involves actively embracing and
learning from indigenous communication paradigms. Many indigenous cultures possess rich and
sophisticated systems of communication that have sustained communities for millennia, often
emphasizing relationality, interconnectedness, and a deep respect for the natural world. These
paradigms frequently prioritize listening, silence, storytelling, and consensus-building over direct
confrontation or individualistic expression. By studying and integrating these approaches, we can
broaden our understanding of effective and compassionate communication, moving beyond the
limitations of Western models.

Indigenous communication practices often offer profound insights into conflict resolution that are
rooted in community well-being and restorative justice. They frequently focus on repairing harm and



restoring balance rather than assigning blame. Learning from these traditions can enrich NVC by
providing alternative frameworks for understanding and addressing needs, facilitating dialogue, and
fostering reconciliation. This integration is not about appropriation, but about respectful learning and
cross-pollination of ideas to create more holistic and culturally responsive communication practices
that honor the wisdom of diverse human experiences.

The Role of Power, Privilege, and Oppression in NVC

Understanding the dynamics of power, privilege, and oppression is absolutely essential for anyone
committed to decolonizing Nonviolent Communication. NVC, like any communication framework,
does not exist in a vacuum; it is practiced within social structures that are often characterized by
historical and ongoing inequalities. When NVC is applied without an awareness of these power
dynamics, it can inadvertently reinforce existing privileges or even be used as a tool of subtle
coercion, especially by those who hold positions of power or are more fluent in dominant
communication styles. Recognizing how societal structures of oppression (based on race, class,
gender, ability, etc.) influence communication patterns is crucial for ensuring that NVC serves as a
tool for liberation rather than perpetuation of harm.

A decolonial approach to NVC necessitates a critical examination of how one's own
positionality—including their privileges and experiences of oppression—shapes their communication.
It calls for an understanding that not everyone experiences or expresses feelings and needs in the
same way, and that these differences are often a result of systemic injustices. Therefore, when
practicing NVC, it's important to be mindful of who holds power in a given interaction, whose voices
are being heard, and whose are being silenced. This awareness allows for more nuanced and
equitable application of NVC principles, ensuring that the practice is truly inclusive and promotes
social justice rather than inadvertently upholding existing power imbalances.

Centering Marginalized Voices in NVC Practice

Centering marginalized voices is a cornerstone of decolonizing Nonviolent Communication. This
means actively prioritizing and amplifying the experiences, perspectives, and communication styles of
individuals and communities who have historically been excluded, silenced, or oppressed by dominant
societal norms. In the context of NVC, this involves recognizing that the framework, as it has been
traditionally taught and practiced, may not fully resonate with or may even be experienced as
alienating by many. Therefore, a decolonial approach necessitates a deliberate shift to learn from and
be guided by those whose experiences have been marginalized.

This involves creating spaces where diverse voices can be heard and valued, and where the principles
of NVC are adapted and interpreted in ways that are culturally relevant and empowering for all
participants. It encourages a move away from a top-down approach to learning and towards a more
collaborative model where individuals from marginalized communities co-create and shape how NVC
is understood and applied. By centering these voices, we can ensure that NVC becomes a more
inclusive, equitable, and transformative tool that truly serves the needs of all people, fostering deeper
connection and mutual respect across differences.



Moving Towards Truly Inclusive Communication

The journey towards truly inclusive communication, informed by the principles of decolonizing
Nonviolent Communication, is an ongoing process of learning, adaptation, and a commitment to
dismantling oppressive structures. It involves continually questioning and refining our understanding
of how communication works across diverse cultural contexts, acknowledging the impact of power
dynamics, and actively seeking to create spaces where all voices are not only heard but also valued
and integrated. This evolution goes beyond simply applying NVC techniques; it's about fostering a
deeper cultural humility and a conscious effort to unlearn ingrained Western-centric biases.

By embracing the insights gained from decolonizing NVC, we can cultivate communication practices
that are more respectful, equitable, and effective for everyone. This means being open to integrating
wisdom from indigenous and other non-Western communication traditions, adapting NVC principles to
resonate authentically with different cultural values, and consistently centering the experiences of
marginalized communities. The ultimate goal is to foster genuine understanding, strengthen
relationships, and contribute to a more just and compassionate world through communication that
honors the inherent worth and diversity of all human beings.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'decolonizing Nonviolent Communication' mean in
practice?
It means critically examining and dismantling the colonial assumptions embedded within NVC, such as
individualism, hierarchy, and the suppression of collective or community-based communication styles.
It involves centering Indigenous and marginalized voices, adapting NVC principles to diverse cultural
contexts, and recognizing that 'needs' and 'strategies' might be understood and expressed differently
across cultures.

How can the focus on individual needs in NVC be
recontextualized from a decolonial perspective?
From a decolonial lens, individual needs can be reframed to acknowledge interdependence and
collective well-being. Instead of solely focusing on 'I need,' it encourages exploring 'we need' or 'our
community needs.' This involves recognizing that individual needs are often shaped by and fulfilled
within a communal context, challenging the Western individualistic bias.

Are there specific NVC concepts that require decolonial re-
evaluation?
Yes, concepts like the emphasis on 'feelings' and 'needs' as universally applicable can be problematic.
A decolonial approach might question who defines these feelings and needs, and whether the
dominant Western framework for identifying them erases or devalues other ways of expressing
emotional and relational states. The focus on rational articulation can also be re-examined in favor of
more embodied or intuitive communication.



How can NVC trainers and practitioners approach
decolonization in their work?
Trainers and practitioners can decolonize NVC by actively seeking out and integrating wisdom from
Indigenous and non-Western communication traditions. This involves creating space for dialogue,
centering marginalized perspectives, offering alternative frameworks for understanding emotions and
needs, and being mindful of power dynamics within training spaces. It also means being open to
critique and continuous learning.

What are some potential challenges in decolonizing NVC?
Challenges include overcoming ingrained Western-centric assumptions within the NVC community,
navigating resistance to challenging established practices, ensuring that decolonization efforts are not
performative but lead to genuine systemic change, and the potential for misinterpretation or
appropriation of Indigenous knowledge when attempting to integrate it.

How can decolonizing NVC foster more inclusive and equitable
communication?
By acknowledging and valuing diverse communication styles, decolonizing NVC can create spaces
where more people feel seen, heard, and understood. It can dismantle oppressive communication
patterns, promote mutual respect for different cultural expressions of emotions and needs, and
empower marginalized communities to communicate on their own terms, fostering deeper connection
and more just relationships.

What role does the concept of 'impact' play in decolonizing
NVC?
The concept of 'impact' in decolonizing NVC shifts from focusing solely on the intended impact of
one's words to acknowledging the lived experiences and historical contexts of those receiving them. It
emphasizes understanding how actions and communication might have harmful impacts rooted in
colonial histories and power imbalances, and prioritizing the repair and well-being of those affected.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to decolonizing Nonviolent Communication, with short descriptions:

1. The Rooted Tongue: Reclaiming Indigenous Voices in Dialogue. This book explores how traditional
communication practices from Indigenous cultures offer powerful alternatives to Western-centric
models. It delves into how historical silencing and assimilation have impacted our ability to speak and
listen authentically, and provides pathways for reconnecting with ancestral ways of speaking and
understanding. The work emphasizes the importance of land-based wisdom and community-centered
communication for healing and mutual liberation.

2. Unearthing Empathy: Decolonizing Emotional Landscapes. This title investigates how colonial
structures have shaped our understanding and expression of emotions, often leading to repression or
appropriation. It offers a framework for deconstructing internalized shame and guilt, and for



cultivating empathy rooted in diverse cultural experiences and spiritual traditions. The book guides
readers toward recognizing and valuing the emotional wisdom that has been marginalized by
dominant narratives.

3. Echoes of Sovereignty: Restoring Relational Integrity. This work examines how colonial power
dynamics have fractured community relationships and undermined relational accountability. It
proposes a decolonial approach to conflict resolution that prioritizes collective well-being, restorative
justice, and the re-establishment of reciprocal connections. The author highlights the importance of
honoring diverse understandings of responsibility and repair within a framework of systemic equity.

4. The Ancestral Pulse: Nonviolent Communication Beyond the West. This book ventures beyond the
typical Western interpretations of Nonviolent Communication to uncover and celebrate its universal
principles embedded in global philosophies and spiritual practices. It showcases how ancient wisdom
traditions, from various continents, offer profound insights into needs, feelings, and constructive
communication. The text encourages a broader, more inclusive understanding of empathy and
connection, rooted in ancestral knowledge.

5. Unlearning the Language of Domination: Towards Liberated Expression. This title critically analyzes
how language itself can be a tool of oppression, perpetuating power imbalances and silencing
marginalized voices. It provides strategies for identifying and dismantling dominant linguistic patterns
within our communication, and for cultivating a more equitable and empowering way of speaking. The
book encourages the conscious creation of language that affirms dignity and supports collective
liberation.

6. Seeds of Liberation: NVC from a Global South Perspective. This work offers a critical re-evaluation
of Nonviolent Communication through the lens of experiences in the Global South. It examines how
colonial legacies have influenced the accessibility and application of NVC, and proposes adaptations
that resonate with diverse cultural contexts and political realities. The book champions an NVC that is
grounded in decolonial struggles and committed to social justice.

7. The Weaver's Thread: Intergenerational Wisdom in Communication. This title focuses on the
transmission of communication knowledge across generations, particularly within communities that
have experienced historical disruption. It highlights the importance of elders, oral traditions, and
cultural narratives in shaping relational practices. The book offers insights into how to honor and
integrate this intergenerational wisdom for more resilient and equitable forms of communication.

8. Diaspora Dialogues: Bridging Worlds Through Compassionate Connection. This book explores the
unique communication challenges and opportunities faced by diasporic communities, who often
navigate multiple cultural influences. It provides tools for fostering understanding and connection
across cultural divides, and for healing from the trauma of displacement and assimilation. The work
emphasizes the power of compassionate dialogue to build bridges and reclaim shared humanity.

9. Restoring the Commons: NVC for Collective Care and Accountability. This title reframes Nonviolent
Communication as a practice essential for tending to shared resources and collective well-being. It
examines how decolonial principles can inform our approach to conflict and cooperation, fostering
accountability without resorting to punishment. The book advocates for communication practices that
build resilient communities and support sustainable futures for all.
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