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The series of creative, projective assessments outlined in Dr. Levis’ conflict analysis workbook compile a figurative inventory that speaks to the way one responds to stress and tries to resolve emotional imbalances by symbolically representing one’s relational patterns and cognitive processes. Each exercise, considered on its own, may provide significant insight into dominant and overarching conflicts one struggles with. However, when all of the exercises are examined as elements of one coherent narrative, the six stages of conflict resolution may be identified and provide a framework to understand the assessments in a new light. Considering the dominant themes, tensions, and even the graphic layout or artistic patterns within one’s workbook as a symbolic whole brings continuity to the process of recognizing cyclical patterns and recurring details or tones that, together, highlight deeper underlying conflicts which can be considered on a simplified and less daunting plane. 


Mapping out one’s artwork along the six step roller-coaster curve of conflict resolution does not necessarily provide a clear quick-fix solution to finding the ideal balance or compromise one is looking for, but certainly makes the path leading to the healthiest course of action much less convoluted and overwhelming. As someone whose relational pattern may come closest to the dominant antagonistic modality of the “cowardly lion” this process framed the fears I knew I had into a simplified set of themes which, after discussion with others, became clearly linked to a central unresolved conflict which I had not identified as being the predominant stress contributing to the majority of my emotional instability and maladaptive patterns of behavior. The different exercises can be plotted out along the resolution curve in an order which illustrates the conflict resolution process in its six steps: A Stress triggers a Response which gives way to Anxiety, prompting a counteractive Defense, eventually leading to the final two phases of Reversal and Compromise.  
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Book 1

While my conflictual memory does not specifically define the underlying stress that I was able to identify after looking at my assessments as one narrative, it includes key aspects of the conflict, if not its central ingredients. It features the anger, upset, discomfort and simultaneous sadness, pity, and shame which define my central, unresolved, perpetually stressful emotional conflict at home. 
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My first mask, the Response, shows that I respond to stress with seasick anxiety, assuming the role of a performer caught in perpetual, queasy-green imbalance on a forever rocking boat. This sickness perpetuates into the Anxiety and worry phase but becomes less caricatured and more real, changing from the face of the “Seasick Clown” to the tear-blotched face of the “Homesick Child”. 

This mindset is reassessed in the defensive rationalization of measures taken in the Defense phase of the cycle, in which my animal metaphor The Elephant and the Apple-Fawn resists the hopelessness and sorrow of the homesick child by identifying hopeful possibilities and the potential comforts of working towards change. The fawn in this metaphor doesn’t want to leave home, even though his bed is bumpy and knobbley to sleep on, even though apples fall on his head and hurt him. 
Elephant: If you’re so worried about hurting yourself, why do you sleep under apple trees?
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Fawn:. I don’t know… it’s just what-(gets interrupted)
Elephant: Not only do you have to sleep on round, hard, lumps, which can’t be comfortable, but, apples can fall and bonk you on the head while you’re sleeping!

Fawn: It’s just what I’ve always done. I mean, I think this tree forms a nice canopy. Plus, in the winter I get

to make a sort of nest in the snow and munch chilled, fallen apples before curling up asleep. 

Elephant: But you do get bonked on the head…

Fawn: Yes… but it’s okay, really. I don’t mind. Not at all! Elephant: You’re weird.
Fawn: This system works for me. You don’t have to like  it, but I do, okay?

If people hadn’t constantly challenged or pointed out my cognitive distortions to me, I would not have learned to do so and perhaps would never have moved away from “home” in the literal and abstract sense. Having guidance and company is very important for me to make successful transitions. The fawn would never have gone out to explore the swamp by himself, but, the elephant talks him into it because she promises to be right there. I worry about being alone, because when I feel overly isolated and lonely, I isolate myself further by building walls that I cannot deconstruct on my own. With persistent encouragement and peer pressure from the more playful and adventurous elephant, the young deer agrees to go beyond the boundaries of his restricted and uncomfortable comfort zone, reassured and heartened by the protection and guidance provided by his new found friend.

 This hopeful possibility is overturned in the reversal phase, in which my dream and intensified animal metaphor clearly intensify and clarify the ominous and deadly risks I perceive to be involved in deciding to grow up, go out on a limb, take the leap, and leave the nest.  
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Owl: Whooo are yoooouu? Are Yooou an owl tooooo? You don’t look like one, but my mother has told me not to make assumptions based on appearances.

Rhino: Heh! Sure, I’m an owl—just a different kind, a kind that can’t fly. 

Owl: Ohh! I can’t fly either, not yet, I’m still a baby!

Rhino: How about you practice? If you fall I will catch you in my mouth.

Owl: My mother would be very proud if she came home and I’d learned all by myself!
Rhino: Indeed. Let’s surprise her, shall we? 

Owl: Okay! I’m going to jump. Here I go! 
          Hooooooo…

       Chomp.           
The Compromise, which is often found in the Short Story exercise, was less clear to me because my short story, like my dream and intensified animal metaphor of the Reversal stage, ends in heartbreak, painful death, and irreconcilable loss. I found much more of a compromise in my fairy tale metaphor in which forgiveness is achieved as a compromise that does not deny the pain experienced, but still finds a way to move on with acceptance and relief, a less conflicted individual. 
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Gretel: Hansel and I have forgiven our father for agreeing to abandon us, but I’m having trouble forgetting that betrayal.

Cinderella: It’s difficult to forget, but forgiving does not necessitate forgetting as much as an acceptance and moving on from the painful event. 

Gretel: Yes, I suppose so. That’s a lovely feather duster,  I’ve always wanted a feather duster.
Cinderella: You have? Oh, well I’d like you to have this one. It’s easy to make another one.
Gretel: Really? Oh thank you! I will cherish it. Will you  show me how to put up my hair like you do?

Cinderella: Of course. Pick some of your favorite 
                                                                        flowers and I will make a chain to decorate your head. 
Cinderella helps Gretel feel better about past painful experiences, and behaves in motherly way. She gives her a tool, one which may help dust off painful memories, and helps the little girl weave flowers into her hair.

In my short story two life long friends, around age nine, find that the fence they’d always believed to be electric is not. Their understood boundaries of “home” are called into question.             Below is an excerpt. 
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The two children had never thought of venturing beyond the boundaries of the dump, but now their interest and curiosity was piqued. They climbed through the cold wires, and worked their way through the bushes, shifting into their realm of pretend—they were lost in the jungle, they were being hunted, and they had to find the healing herb before nightfall, or their whole village would die. Such high stakes make any walk exhilarating, and Margo and Talbot fully immersed themselves in their mission: ducking and weaving through the forest, surveying their surroundings with acute accuracy and professional subtlety. As the trees thinned, machinery noises filled the air; the children concluded they were nearing the enemy compound. They had to avoid detection at all costs! Before they could plan their next move though, Talbot screamed and was jerked down to the ground. Looking down he saw that his ankle was caught in the teeth of an old, rusty animal trap concealed and forgotten under the crinkly, leaf-strewn forest floor. At first Margo didn’t know if Talbot’s vocalization was part of their dramatic adventure game or not. But, as her eyes searched his pale, sweating face, and followed the line of his prostrate body, they soon took in the stark red that was seeping from his wound. This was no cry for the sake of a dramatic performance. They should never have gone beyond the electric fence. 
Later when the children try to get back through the fence, which had been off earlier, they found, to their shock, that it had been turned on again and its jolt of electricity threw the two friends back, unconscious. In seeking the possible threads of compromise within my short story, I can now see that its sad ending was a real but avoidable one. The boy in the story chose not to ask for help or speak up, and this choice, rooted in  fear of getting in trouble and being judged, resulted in a deadly infection consuming him and taking his life.  This comprise bears in mind the scary end of the baby owl taking a misinformed leap into the rhino’s mouth while his mother was away, and provides a moral that strongly supports talking to one’s parents and resolving conflicts at home before trying to leave it.

Unresolved conflicts at home make leaving home more painful and difficult. It is hard to successfully adapt to new situations and environments when one’s ‘home base’ remains a convoluted mess of love, hurt, and stubborn resistance to directly addressing long harbored anger and sadness. One longs to return home to reconcile those differences, but also to perpetuate those grudges as a way to avoid attending to the pain such grudges stem from. If one has never had a home that is conflict free, the possibility of finding a home somewhere else is less likely, one remains homesick for home, a home one has never really allowed oneself to have. I have difficulty leaving home because something keeps pulling me back—a conflict that I need to resolve before being able to set sail, leave the nest, or venture beyond the fence. 
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Book 2

A markedly positive shift in attitude and cognition is conveyed in my second CAB booklet. A comparison of the content and conflicts within my first and second set of creative assessments (which I will refer to from now on as Book 1 and Book 2) demonstrates that emotional growth has occurred between early June and late July.  Book 1’s pervasive message of feeling abandoned, alone, and trapped seems to transform into one focused on finding reconciliation, acceptance, and feeling able to move on and discover new things with less fear.  My extreme fear of change, leaving home, and anticipating pain and death is not nearly as palpable in Book 2, which acknowledges that such fears are daunting and such changes are difficult—while beginning to believe they are not insurmountable and not fatal. 

Now that I have come to terms with my anxiety about home and attachment to my mother, it seems that my next hurdle will be changing my approach to trying new things. Moving past the fence without focusing on the possibility and tragedy of loss is the only way I can begin to take steps forward for myself. Death is not avoidable. There will always be loss and always be death, but rather than anticipating that loss as a way to prepare oneself for the eventual pain, I must work to accept that such losses are part of life, and live in the moment, for the moment. 
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The Conflictual Memory tests in Book 2 both relay experiences with death and loss. One memory recounts the night my family found out that my uncle, my mother’s younger brother, was dead. He was a serious alcoholic, and had alienated his whole family with his belligerent criticism of anyone who tried to help him. I overheard Dad on the phone, and I can’t explain how I knew, but as soon as the phone rang I knew that the call was about Al, and I knew something terrible had happened.  I remained upstairs in my dark room stunned and sickened—it was so real and yet so unreal at the same time. When my mother and brother got home, Angus came right upstairs to my room.  I knew Dad would have to tell Mom about her younger brother, and I could not be there for that moment. I motioned for my little brother to sit with me and be quiet; I was holding my breath, waiting to hear what my mother would do when she found out able her little brother. Al’s death was painful in especially twisted ways because my uncle was so young, because he had been dead 2 weeks without anyone noticing, because he drank himself to death, as I feared my mother was in the process of doing. I have pictures of my mother and her siblings when they were young children, and it was clear in most pictures that my mother was a mother in many ways to her little brother, whom she was always grinning and holding or pulling in a miniature wagon. How could such separation occur between such loving siblings, how could any drug cause this much damage? How could growing up, leaving home, and being a grown up change such family bonds, and lead to a situation like this? My uncle’s untimely death has surely contributed to my anxieties and worries about leaving my own childhood behind. People in my inner circle seemed to confront loss and death with a frequency that implied leaving home and growing up would inevitably lead to alcohol abuse, animosity, alienation, addiction, and complete abandonment. I was certain Angus would become Al, and I would become my mother. 
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The second Conflictual Memory in Book 2 recalls a traumatizing afternoon upon which my family tried to defend our chickens from a rabid raccoon. We closed up the chicken yard, thinking we had successfully corralled them all back home; but then we saw Paprika, my favorite little Silkie trying to find her way inside and finding all paths barred.  She was shut out and had no where to go. My father was trying to shoot an old pistol we had, but it wasn’t working, we watched, screaming and crying as the raccoon grabbed my favorite chicken and tore her apart. I finally got through to a neighbor who drove over and shot the rabid animal. The raccoon’s death was not the main tragedy, though the frustration that the game warden was drunk and ‘off duty’, and that we couldn’t get our own gun to work made its death one which we failed to bring about in time to save another’s. Even though we only lost one bird, it registered as a collective failure to defend our flock. 

These experiences were real; they hurt, and still do. They serve as examples of how separating oneself from one’s family or leaving the safety of the coop or yard at all, led to a tragic and seemingly avoidable end. My Conflictual Memory from Book 1 seems almost trivial in comparison to memories of literal deaths, and in many ways, though I didn’t think so at first, Book 2 address some more serious issues that Book 1. It seems I had to reconcile the resentment towards my mother before being able to move on and effectively contemplate deeper and more real wounds. Book 1 helped me move beyond what now seem like superficially created wounds and worries, allowing me to plumb more abstract and overwhelming fears than leaving home alone. 

The mask series of Book 1 conveys seasickness, homesickness, and an imbalance between motivation and ability, longing and indifference.  In Book 2 my masks seem to address these underlying anxieties with more focused attention, and less self-pity. As opposed to a sad and passive performer, like the Seasick Clown, my masks in Book 2 are more contemplative, stoic, and exhibit a determination to survive. Instead of mourning and identifying what makes me sad and anxious as the masks of Book 1 do, Book 2’s series looks towards recovery and change, while still acknowledging the reality of pain and loss. In Book 2, the first mask, which you may recall speaks to the face of the response phase, is called “Better to Have Loved and Lost”. It is colored in with black, blue, and purple—the colors of a bruise, and yet sports a slight smile. She is looking to the right, as if towards the future— a future she anticipates reaching at some point, a future that will not be as depressing as the present. 

         1. 
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When the first mask becomes transparent, we enter the anxiety phase. One now sees the second face, called “Not Asking Why”. In this drawing a girl’s face is looking down. Her eyes are [image: image14.jpg]


closed and there is a sense of defeat and sorrow, but also of defiance, and a certain purpose. This is a portrait of self-reflection. She is looking inward and resolving to move past the present pain she is dealing with. The third image, called “Hold on, Let go”, which portrays what is in her heart, depicts hands being held, boxes being packed, and rain falling on newly planted fields. This shows an organized and self-directed choice to pack up past painful memories after having addressed them. This packing process is not a throwing out of these memories, but rather a systemized acknowledgment and closing—the turning of a page to a new chapter. This picture speaks to how I can move on, unburdened by worry, guilt, and fear, while still clutching a hand I never will let go of. I’ve titles the three part mask series of Book 2 “In the End is the Beginning”. The shift in masks which can be seen between Book 1 and Book 2 articulate a clearing of my mind, a reassessing of my hopes and dreams, and the ongoing process of learning to accept and [image: image15.jpg]raw ana coiot 1t =
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reconcile loss and grief. 

[image: image16.jpg]


Moving to the defense phase, I will summarize Book 2’s Animal Metaphor Test and Fairy Tale Metaphor Test. The elephant and the fawn of Book 1 have been replaced in Book 2 by an otter and a swan. The interaction and conflicts between the otter and the swan and elephant and fawn are similar, though the outcome and course of the interaction of Book 2 presents a change in the right animal’s capacity to accept new things, and explore new territory. My fairy tale, which I called “Little Red Riding in the Abominable Snowman’s Hood” recounts an interaction between a moody and judgmental Red Riding Hood, and a pathetic, battered and lonely snowman. Little Red Riding Hood, who is initially rude and cruel to the neglected and abused snowman, ends up talking to him and helping him find a new approach to life. As Cinderella helps Gretel to feel better and move on from parental abandonment in Book 1, Red Riding Hood motivates the Abominable Snowman to get his act together and develop some self respect in Book 2. 

Each hybrid fairytale illustrates a change in the defense phase. Hostility and reluctance is reduced in the Animal Metaphor Test. In Book 2 trust and self acceptance allow the Swan to follow the otter with an ease and confidence that the Fawn from Book 1 was not capable of. Though Book 2’s swan still struggles with social interaction, feeling clumsy and awkward because she is used to being on her own, when the otter reaches out to her, she does take the opportunity to make friends, rather than shying away from it and choosing to remain isolated.  In Book 2’s Fairy Tale Metaphor, the Abominable Snowman is able to handle harsh criticism and conceive of developing a new self image more readily and with less sugar coating than Gretel can in Book 1. While Cinderella does help Gretel see things in a new way, this step towards change is partially achieved through redirecting the child’s attention to things like pretty hair decorations and feather dusters, which provide tools for the little girl to feel better about her situation and more cared for by a mother figure. My defense has become more mature and more capable of problem solving. 
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The reversal in Book 1 was characterized by the innocent baby owl taking a leap of faith into a hungry Rhino’s mouth, and a dream in which my death was inevitable and yet simultaneously an overwhelming and stressful endeavor. Book 2’s reversal is less death oriented, though still speaks to the overwhelming and daunting threat of a role reversal. In Book 2 my Intensification of Conflict Animal Metaphor #2 is a very long conversation between an angelfish and a young male pig. The pig attempts to understand why this particular angelfish is so cynical and bitter; she relays her experiences which explain why she is the skeptical and abrasive fish she is. Below is a partial excerpt of their very long exchange. The length of this exercise probably speaks to the significant amount of time it takes me to thoroughly work through conflicts.  
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1. I’m a fish in a bowl the size of your head- what can you do to change my life- you tell me, pig. 

2. Is there something you’ve always wanted to see, something you used to love? There must be something. 
(Long pause. The fish looks tired, but seems to decide to talk to the pig because he’s so persistent, and seems to know so little.)
1. They used to have me in a 50 gallon tank with all sorts a fish and real plants. The floor was covered in sea glass and marbles; bubbles came up from the back corner behind a sculpture- and there was an algae eater too- him ‘n me, we was close. 

2. What happened? How did you end up in such a small bowl, with nothing but a beer bottle and fake, plastic plant?

1. Time changes things, pig. You’re young enough not to know that. Filters are expensive, chemicals and test strips are expensive… and people, people get board with fish, seein’ how we don’t talk, and just swim around all the time. At first they love you- or think you’re pretty anyway—and they go all out- trying to make your world pretty, serene, clean, but the whole chore gets old after awhile- They start slackin;’ on the cleanin’, the maintenance- switching filters every month and a half to save cash, you know. And some fish, most fish I guess, can’t take that instability, the changing acid levels and the dirty water… and they go belly up. 

2. Wait, what about your friend, the algae eater?

1. They dumped him in the pond. I’m sure he didn’t live more than one painful, sick hour in there.

2. Why? Maybe he’s still out there!

1. Ponds are filthy… hell you should know, you pigs swim and shit in it.  Plus it’s damn cold… it’s no place for a tropical fish. Would’a been kinder to just flush him. And, I’ll tell ya, I wish I could’a gone and died instead, or at least gone down with him.

2. I’m so sorry… I… don’t know what to say.

1. Ain’t nothin’ to say, pig. Can’t change what happened. I sure do miss him, though. Not a day goes by that I don’t think on him, and how much fun we had together—playin’ hide n’ seek among the marbles and leaves. He used to lie across the big leaves, pretendin’ to be one of ‘em. But I always knew he was there, he couldn’t fool me. We had some good times. 

2. Would you like me to play hide and seek with you?

1. Ha, oh pig, that’s right sweet of you. But I don’t really think that’d work seein’ how I ain’t got no place to hide. You go back to your mama now, play with you brothers and sisters, be glad you have some. 

2. I wish I could take you with me. I want you to meet my family. 

1. No offense pig, but I would rather die, though that ain’t sayin’ much. 

2. Don’t say that.  I’m going to come and visit you as much as I can. I will tell you about my day and things I see, so you can think about things outside your bowl. I will be back.!

In keeping with both AMTs in Book 1, my exchange between the piglet and angelfish in Book 2 features a younger male character on the right side of the page. The subject of death in this story is examined in a depressing fishbowl, and this time the young male animal is the adaptive and resourceful one. The angelfish in this story, which could just jump out of her lidless bowl doesn’t care enough to try to change things. She was so scared and hurt by past loss and betrayal that she hasn’t considered giving the world another chance.
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My dream in Book 2 is one in which I have too many things to do, and no one to help me do them. The roof is leaking and I can’t switch out glasses, shoes, pots, and pans fast enough to catch all the drips. In addition to that stress, two parents who were visiting my family decide to give their baby to me because he’d been yelling that he liked me more than his real mother all morning. I felt guilty because this deeply hurt their feelings. However, I was so busy dealing with leaks in the roof that I didn’t have time to talk them out of abandoning their child. This speaks to my dread of being overwhelmed and not being able to handle all my responsibilities, in part because no one is helping me manage them. Unlike the reversal exercises in Book 1, these stories are not about my death, but rather about my helping others to lead a good life, and feeling overwhelmed by being responsible for others. This reversal is one in which I end up staying in the fishbowl or staying at home, and regret doing so.

The “compromise” in Book 1 was not a very nice one, the “compromise” being death for one character, and life-long regret and sorrow for the survivor. Book 2’s short story also has a boy and a girl of the same age, and there are notable similarities in the images that I certainly did not plan. Book 1’s picture has the girl on the right moving towards the boy who is on the ground on the left; in Book 2’s picture the figures have a similar orientation, although the gender of the figures is reversed. Book 2’s short story speaks to a much more classic compromise than Book 1’s, which should serve to support my claim that a positive shift has occurred in the short time between completing my two workbooks. The main character in this short story is named James; he spends time in the park watching the sky. He loves stars, but because he lives near the city, he rarely can see any. 





An excerpt is included below.
[image: image21.jpg]


Star Sense

James knew what stars looked like—he’d read about them, seen them in movies, and even had seen one truly starry sky when his family went to a funeral out in Montana. The sky-the stars—the notion of outer space in general fascinated James—more so than anything else he’d ever heard of or seen. 

One night, after James decided to get up and go home, he spotted a shadowy form on the hill that he hadn’t noticed all night. It was definitely someone young, maybe even his age. The park could be a little spooky at night, and James, to calm his nerves, timidly said, “Hello?”

“Why are there no stars here?” said a small voice, it was a girl, James thought, and she sounded sleepy or ill or something. 
“There are. I mean—there are always stars, you just can’t always see them” James said kindly, trying to sound reassuring rather than condescending. 
“But… don’t you begin to doubt they’re out there? I mean, you can’t see any at all… I suppose the little lights in all the little windows look like stars… maybe I can pretend they are for now” she said, sounded defeated, but less anxious...James was just leaving, when he stopped and said, “You can wish on stars, even if you can’t see them… besides, even when you can see stars-I mean, you aren’t really seeing them—you’re seeing a little, bright dot billions of miles away… you can’t really know or really see anything-but that doesn’t mean it’s not real, or not special, or not beautiful.” The shadowy figure of the girl turned towards him in the dark, and he felt his face flush, and thanked the night for its lack of light. “Thank you” she said, very earnestly. “I can’t see you, yet I know you are there and I can tell you are special… and beautiful. Goodnight.” And she lay back down, looking up at the sky. 
This story certainly speaks to a compromise, one much more satisfactory than in Book 1’s short story “Trapped”. However “Star Sense” from Book 2 does not reveal an ultimate resolution or satisfactory end. Yes, it is wonderful to feel surrounded by wonder, even if it is not always apparent to the naked eye; it is an asset to be able to feel at home even when things seem alien and foreign. James has dreams of understanding the stars, of learning as much as he can about outer space; yet, he seems to be settling for a simple life in a city where he can’t even see the stars. He is not shooting for the stars, even though he believes whole heartedly that they are there, that they are fascinating and beautiful. This story speaks to a compromise or next step which must then lead to a state of mind in which one can take yet another step. Yes, I can choose to focus on the good things and remarkable possibilities as opposed to the infinite ways I will risk death—and this is undeniably a step forward.  However, after that step forward has been made, I mustn’t be content to stop there, to call that close enough. Once I can begin to acknowledge the wonderful opportunities outside my backyard, I should not only marvel at there existence, but actually decide to pursue some of them.  
Even after being impressed with the therapeutic and diagnostic value after completing Book 1, I was still caught off guard by how poignantly Book 2 became a smooth continuation of the metaphorical arc of Book 1. The similarities and developments between the two are no coincidence, but remarkable examples of the emotional growth that can occur after completing just one of these books. I truly feel that progress has been made; progress that I didn’t really think was realistic in such a short period of time. I know I still have a long way to go, but Book 2 speaks to the therapeutic and insightful process of completing Book 1. I hope to have an opportunity to complete more books in the future, and continue to witness and chart my development and maturation as I continue to work through conflicts and find compromises that allow me to move forward. 

                  Book 1                           Book 2

[image: image22.jpg]





1. Left Column: Masks from Book 1 

 Series called “Out of the Blue”
1. Seasick Clown

2. Homesick Child 

3. Red Cry at Night

2. Right Column: Masks from Book 2 

 Series called “In the End is the Beginning” 

1. Better to Have Loved and Lost

2. Not Asking Why

3. Hold On, Let Go

3. 

                                                                                  Book 1                                    Book 2
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Animal Metaphor Test

       Intensification of conflict 


AMT2

Short Story
2. Piglet: Male


 Age 9


sensitive, concerned, hopeful, naïve, inquisitive





1. Angelfish: Female


 Age 52


indifferent, callous, close-minded, battered, passive














