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Foreword

On November 28, 2018, Bill Ury and I went for a hike on the Lion’s Lair Trail just west of our hometown of Boulder, Colorado. It was one of those absolutely gorgeous fall afternoons, with the low light, the long shadows, and a golden glow from a late-season warm snap before the descent of winter. As we became enveloped in the bubble of our conversation, I found myself captured by the story of his behind-the-scenes efforts to defuse the growing tensions between the United States and North Korea. As with all of our walks, Bill and I got lost in discussing a wide range of topics—from the enduring lessons of the Cuban Missile Crisis to the future of the Middle East to the challenges of family businesses torn apart by squabbling heirs and even to the ultimate challenge of wrestling with the debilitating conflicts each of us carries inside.

On this walk, I was particularly struck by Bill’s rare ability to bring calm and optimism to seemingly intractable conflicts and by his blend of intellectual clarity and practical wisdom. This led me to ask him a question: “If you had to boil your life’s work down to just one sentence you could leave behind, what would it say?” Bill went quiet for a few uphill switchbacks, then replied, “Great question. I need to answer that.” And by the time we’d descended the final switchbacks as the sun fell behind the hills, Bill had already begun thinking out loud about the sentence and how he could construct a book around it.

The only book to write is the one you cannot not write.

Whenever someone asks me for advice about writing a book, the first thing I tell them is that they should do everything they can not to write it. In response to the initial impulse to write a book, the primary response should be “No! I will not write it.” And when the impulse returns to respond in kind: “I refuse to capitulate to the suffering required to write a book. I will not throw myself into the monster struggle of making ideas and words and pages and structure all come together in a coherent work. I will not do it!” But if the book idea keeps coming back at you, grabbing you around the throat and delivering the unmistakable message “You must write me”—if despite your most valiant and persistent efforts to banish the idea from your brain, it simply will not go away, you just might have a book worth writing. And this is especially true if you are the one best person to write the book; if you don’t create it, no one else can or will.

This book meets that test. The “one-sentence” challenge lodged itself in Bill’s brain and would not let go. And as he describes in these pages, he accomplished the single sentence, one born of cumulative experience and penetrating insight. With sentence in hand, he dedicated himself to the task of creating this book. In a sense, Bill had a distinctive responsibility to synthesize his life’s work to date, not just for the enduring intellectual contribution but also because it arrives at a perfect moment in our divisive zeitgeist.

There are three reasons why Bill is the one best person to write this book.

First, he has deep intellectual foundations and a body of work to build upon. The big questions he circles back to in this text have roots in his seminal book Getting to Yes, coauthored with Roger Fisher, which has guided people through stressful, high-stakes negotiations for more than four decades. Getting to Yes is a true classic. Then he built on those ideas in further works, including Getting Past No and Getting to Yes with Yourself (a personal favorite). But in fact, the roots of his dedication to conflict resolution had already taken hold more than a decade before he met and worked with Roger Fisher. On one of our hikes around Boulder, I asked, “When did you first discover your interest in and instinct for what became your life’s work?” Bill’s answer: “Before age ten, when going to a school in Switzerland that had a bomb shelter. It was right around the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and that just clicked something in me.” In a sense, Bill has been working toward the sentence that forms the seed architecture of this book for fully six decades.

Second, his insights are beyond the merely intellectual; they are deeply practical. I see Bill as a tactile researcher with the world as his laboratory. Instead of sharpening his intellect and insights by doing research sitting in a plush faculty office at some Ivy League institute, Bill decided early to “go to the hardest places first,” throwing himself into working on political negotiations in the Middle East. Drawing upon decades of hands-on experience, he has learned what works in complicated and contentious negotiations. How to prepare. How to zoom out to see clearly. (I often think of Bill’s “go to the balcony” metaphor when I need to calm my emotions and see a conflict from a larger and different perspective.) How to create solutions that can work for both or all parties. (I’ve always appreciated his metaphor of “building the golden bridge”—the notion of constructing a durable structure across the straits of contention to connect both sides.) How to activate a broader community to help both sides want to build that golden bridge. How to hold firm to the non-negotiables while finding a successful compromise. How to say no by saying yes to something even better, not only for yourself but for the entire community. How to get yourself to accept what is best—for you and others—when your emotions get in the way of your self-interest. Yet behind all his “how to” skills, Bill always has an intellectual framework, a deep understanding not just of what works but of why it works.

Third, Bill Ury is in a rare category of thought leaders who have made the journey from smart intellect to wise sage. With this book, Bill is in full-on sage mode. The world will always veer toward war and violence; the verdict of history does not support the idea that the inevitable trajectory of human society is peace and cooperation. Bill understands that a propensity for conflict is buried deep in our DNA. He begins all of his teaching, writing, and practical work with a realistic understanding of human behavior, the will to power, and realpolitik. Yet at the same time, he remains a practical idealist, dedicated to the proposition that the pursuit of peace and collaboration is also part of our human nature and social self-interest. He is the champion of a simple, powerful thesis: that the pursuit of peaceful resolution, even amid intractable conflicts, is a signature of strength and wisdom, not of weakness. And most of all, he shows us that it is possible.

Jim Collins

Boulder, Colorado

April 2023





Chapter 1

The Path to Possible

We are continually faced with great opportunities which are brilliantly disguised as unsolvable problems.

—Margaret Mead

It was a phone call that would change my life.

On a freezing Sunday night in early January 1977, the phone rang at 10:00 p.m. I was living in a little rented room in the attic of an old wooden house in Cambridge, Massachusetts, just up the street from the anthropology museum at Harvard University. I was twenty-three, writing term papers, reading the assignments of the students I was teaching, and studying hard for my graduate school exams in social anthropology.

When I picked up the phone, the voice at the other end of the line sounded strong and clear: “This is Professor Roger Fisher. Thanks for sending me your paper. I liked your anthropological lens for looking at the Middle East peace talks. I took the liberty of sending the main chart to the assistant secretary of state for the Middle East. I’ve been advising him, and I thought he might find your ideas useful as he plans for the negotiations.”

I was speechless. Was I dreaming? I don’t think I had ever been called by a professor, let alone on a weekend. And it had certainly never occurred to me that an idea that had popped into my head while writing a student paper could be of practical use to a high government official in Washington working on what was widely perceived as the world’s most challenging international conflict.

Like many young people my age, I was trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. Anthropology—the study of human cultures and societies—was fascinating, but something was missing for me. I was longing to pour my time and energy into a project that could help people in a more direct and practical way. I wondered: Could I apply what I was learning to a major human dilemma that defied current solutions—the perennial problem of conflict and war?

Professor Fisher continued speaking:

“I would like you to come work with me. What do you say?”

“Yes,” I stammered. “I’d love to.”

So what was the idea in my paper that Professor Fisher liked? It arose from a simple thought experiment. Looking at the walls of my little plain attic room, I had imagined myself as an anthropologist, a fly on the wall, in an ornate room in the Palais des Nations in Geneva, Switzerland, where the Middle East peace negotiations were expected to take place. I asked myself a question: What could I observe from the way the parties were talking that would indicate whether the negotiations were going poorly or going well?

If the talks were going poorly, I posited, I would hear the negotiators blaming one another. They would be mired in the past. They would be focused on what was wrong.

If the talks were going well, I would hear something very different. Instead of dwelling on the past, the talks would be focused on the present and the future. Instead of harping on what was wrong, the negotiators would be discussing what could be done. Instead of attacking one another, they would be attacking the problem jointly.

In other words, I was simply suggesting that the way in which those in conflict talk with one another could either close down or open up new possibilities for agreement.

That late-night phone call from Roger Fisher was the start of my initiation into the art of opening up possibilities in seemingly intractable conflicts. Learning that art would become my life’s quest.

MY LIFELONG QUESTION

Roger Fisher’s generous invitation tapped into a calling I had felt for almost as long as I can remember. I spent much of my childhood growing up in Europe, then still recovering from two world wars whose untold horrors had taken the lives of tens of millions. The suffering was still palpable in the ruined buildings and the hushed stories shared by traumatized survivors—even to a child who had not experienced it directly.

On top of that, a third world war loomed on the horizon, this time apocalyptic because of the atomic bomb. We didn’t talk about it much because it was just too dreadful to think about and there didn’t seem much that anyone could do about it. But there were vivid reminders. My school in Switzerland housed a mandatory nuclear bomb shelter. In the winter, it doubled as our ski storage, so I visited it often, getting an occasional chill down my spine as I paused at the massive steel blast door hinged at the entrance.

“I don’t get it,” I would say to my friends as I grew older. “Anytime there is a crisis between us and the Russians, the leaders can decide to launch a nuclear war that would blow the whole world to smithereens. How can this be? There’s got to be a better way to deal with our issues!”

Children from many nationalities, cultures, and faiths attended my school, but we generally seemed to get along. And the disputes that did arise were interpersonal, not between groups. So, even as a boy, it wasn’t hard for me to imagine a world in which we could all coexist relatively peacefully.

Conflict was present not just in the world but at home, whenever I watched my parents quarrel at the family dinner table. I found it painful to hear and tried to distract them if I could. It dawned on me that conflict affects everything in our lives—from the happiness of our families to our ultimate survival as a species.

The basic question I kept coming back to, as a curious teenager, was this: How can we deal with our deepest differences without destroying all that we hold dear? How can we find a way to live and work together—even with inevitable conflicts?

I studied anthropology in college to search for answers to this question, hoping to learn more about human nature and culture. Anthropologists often study small endangered communities facing external threats. The endangered community I worried about was humanity and the existential danger we pose to ourselves. Why do we so often fall into destructive conflict whenever a serious difference arises between people, between groups, or between nations?

But I didn’t want to just study; I wanted to get my hands dirty. One thing I loved about anthropology was the idea that, to truly understand another culture, you need to become both a participant and an observer. I wanted to participate in conflicts, not merely observe them from the sidelines. I wanted to get into the thick of the action and practice the art of negotiation in the places that were the most resistant to resolution.

That one phone call led me on a journey of almost fifty years wandering the world as an anthropologist and negotiator, using real-life conflicts to stimulate answers to the basic question: What does it take to transform tough conflicts from destructive confrontation into collaborative negotiation?

I have asked this question in many traditional cultures, from the Kua community of the Kalahari to the clan warriors of New Guinea. And I have asked myself this question as I experimented with different approaches in the toughest conflicts I could find—from bitter coal strikes to US-Soviet nuclear confrontation, from boardroom battles to family feuds, and from partisan political strife to wars in the Middle East. I sought out the hardest and highest-stake conflicts, figuring that whatever methods worked on them would probably work anywhere.

I have also asked this question in conflicts with my own family and the people I love. I have learned from the setbacks as well as from the successes.

Through all these experiments, my original hunch as a boy has been confirmed: There are far better ways to handle our most serious differences. As human beings, we have a choice.

WE LIVE IN AN AGE OF CONFLICT

As I look around at the conflicts we face today, I see that the simple but powerful lessons I have learned on this lifelong quest have never been more needed.

Conflict is all around us, and it is intensifying. Every day—in our homes, in our workplaces, in our country, and in the world—we are confronted by the headache and heartache of contentious disputes.

More than at any other time I can recall, destructive conflicts are polarizing our communities, poisoning our relationships, and paralyzing our ability to address our most critical issues. How many needs are we sacrificing, and how many opportunities are we losing, for lack of a better way of dealing with our differences?

Ironically, after many decades of working on intractable political conflicts in the wider world, I find an intractable conflict tearing apart my own country. Unthinkable as the prospect may seem, more than two in five Americans, according to recent polls, fear that the country may be sliding into a civil war. I have never seen such levels of fear, anger, and contempt for the other side. Nor have I seen such depths of resignation, numbness, and despair—so many people throwing their hands into the air and concluding that they are powerless to change the situation for the better.

The phenomenon of polarization is not limited to the United States; it is a global trend, separating families, communities, and societies around the world. “Because of political differences, my brother doesn’t show up for our traditional family get-togethers. My mother is heartbroken. It’s gone too far,” laments a close friend in Brazil.

If anthropologists living a thousand years from now were to look back at this moment, they might call this the era of the human family reunion. For the first time in human history, thanks to the communications revolution, virtually all fifteen thousand language communities are in touch with one another. Yet, as in many family reunions, it’s not all peace and harmony. There is a lot of conflict.

Never before in human evolution have people faced the challenge of living with billions of others in one single community. Far from bringing a lessening of conflict, the reunion means a heightening of hostilities as people are forced to confront their differences, as resentments over inequities flare up, and as identities are threatened by different customs and beliefs. Coming together can produce more heat than light, more conflict than understanding as our differences come to the fore.

Thanks to our new ways of communicating, we are much more aware of conflicts in other parts of the world than ever before. We are inundated around the clock with news of strife and war. And, if anything, our new media for communication are designed to focus on conflict—and intensify it—if only because it captures our attention and attention brings profit.

Conflict is not going away. We live in a time of enormous accelerating changes of all kinds: new technologies like artificial intelligence, economic dislocations, environmental disruptions, demographic shifts, just to name a few big ones. The pace shows no sign of slowing down but rather seems to be speeding up. More change naturally means more conflict.

And here’s the kicker: The world needs more conflict, not less.

I know this may sound strange, but hear me out.

What is conflict? It can be defined as a clash between opposing positions arising from a perceived divergence of interests and perspectives.

In my work, I often come across the common assumption that conflict is a bad thing. I used to hold that assumption myself. But as an anthropologist and mediator, I have come to appreciate that conflict is natural. It is part of life itself. Simply by virtue of being human, we have different perspectives and interests. Conflict arises when we express our differences—or even when we don’t.

Conflict, in fact, can be perfectly healthy. The best decisions result not from a superficial consensus but from surfacing different points of view and searching for creative solutions. Conflict lies at the heart of the democratic process as well as our modern economies, where, in the form of business competition, it helps create prosperity.

Imagine for a moment a world without conflict of any kind. How would injustices be redressed? How would abuses of power be corrected? And how would constructive change come about in our families, workplaces, and communities?

Facing challenges is how we as individuals and groups learn, grow, and change. Conflict provides that challenge, stimulating us and our societies to evolve. As my friend and mediation colleague Claire Hajaj remarked to me recently, “Constructive conflict is the foundation of human growth.”

So how can we deal with our differences constructively?

THE WAY OUT IS THROUGH

As I was writing this book, I had the opportunity to participate in a two-week rafting expedition down the length of the Grand Canyon. While our hardy boat captains steered us around huge rocks, plunging over steep rapids in the great Colorado River, I sought some perspective on the question of how to navigate conflicts in these turbulent times. Perspective on our human drama came more easily as I gazed up at the immense canyon walls, thousands of feet high and billions of years old. All of human history would have fit into a few inches of those towering cliffs.

Deep within the embrace of the canyon walls, far from the maddening swirl of news and social media, I asked a fellow river traveler, a seventy-year-old dairy farmer from Wisconsin named George Siemon, a question:

“George, why is our country having so much trouble agreeing on anything? What are you hearing in your conversations with farmers?”

“William,” he answered, “everyone feels stuck. Instead of solving problems, people are pointing fingers. Or giving up altogether on one another. And the problems just get worse.

“What I tell young people these days is ‘We’ve got the solutions. We’ve even got the money. We just can’t figure out how to work together. That’s the challenge now!”

George’s challenge resonated with me. We live in a world of possibilities—possible futures for ourselves, our families, and our communities. Many are hopeful but some are positively scary. In the end, it depends on us. We have enormous opportunities to make life better for everyone—if only we can work together.

We are not going to eliminate conflict—nor should we.

The real problem is not conflict but rather the destructive way we deal with it.

What if we tried a different approach—a contrarian one? Instead of escalating conflict or avoiding it, what if we did the opposite? What if we turned toward it and met it with curiosity and collaboration?

This is what I learned while rafting the Grand Canyon. Once we got onto the river, there was no way out for many days. The big rapids with their giant, cold waves were coming, whether we liked it or not. We had little choice but to run them. And the best way to do so was not to resist the experience of getting cold and wet but to lean into the experience, meet the high waves, and paddle together like hell.

In short, the only way out is through.

It may feel like the last thing we want to do, but what if we actually embraced conflict? What if we wrapped our arms around it? What if we applied our full human potential to conflict—our natural capacities for curiosity, creativity, and collaboration?

In my work, I find that people naturally assume that conflict needs to be resolved. But is that true? I used to assume that myself. After all, I was working in the field of conflict resolution. But over the years, I have come to appreciate that often resolution is not possible, at least not now. In some cases, resolution is not even desirable because it deprives us of the opportunity to keep learning and growing through conflict. The truth is that we don’t always need to agree.

Instead of trying to resolve conflict and reach agreement, can we aim for something more realistic and more sustainable than resolution? What if we were to focus on transforming conflict?

To transform simply means to change the form of conflict—from destructive fighting into productive conflict and constructive negotiation.

Instead of destroying the things we value, what if we were to create the things we value by opening up new possibilities for living with one another?

Transforming conflict is larger than reaching agreement. It means transforming the way we deal with one another and our differences. It means transforming our relationships. Agreements are finite and often transactional; they come and go. Transformation is relational and can continue long into the future. Agreements are outcomes; transformation is a process. And unlike some agreements that may take a long time to reach, transforming conflict can start right away.

When Roger Fisher, Bruce Patton, and I worked on Getting to Yes more than forty years ago, “yes” meant a mutually satisfying agreement. Today, I believe that the meaning of yes must be expanded. The new yes means to lean in and embrace conflicts for all they have to offer us. The new yes is a transformative yes.

If we can embrace and transform our conflicts, we can learn to live and work together. And if we can do that, as my friend George pointed out on the rushing river, there is no problem, large or small, that we cannot address.

POSSIBLE IS THE NEW YES

After all these years of working on seemingly impossible conflicts, people often ask me:

“Are you an optimist or a pessimist?”

“Actually,” I answer, “I am a possibilist.”

I have a passion for the possible.

I believe in our human potential to get to yes—our ability to deal with our differences constructively.

I believe in our innate human capacity to cooperate even as we may disagree strongly.

I believe that no matter how challenging a conflict may be, we can learn to work it out.

In short, I believe that we can survive—and thrive—in this age of conflict.

Possible does not mean easy. There are no quick fixes. Dealing with conflicts can be the hardest work we humans can do. It takes patience and a lot of persistence. Hard, however, does not mean impossible. The work can be both hard and possible.

Possible does not mean an end to conflict. It doesn’t mean “won and done.” In most of the situations I have worked, tensions continue, conflict continues, but the destruction, the violence, the war can come to an end.

Possible does not mean a neat resolution. More often it means gradual improvements in relationships that over time can make a big difference. Relationships can be messy. Possible means finding ways forward where there seem to be none. It means creating little breakthroughs that can build into bigger breakthroughs over time. Possible means gradual transformation.

Possible means applying our full human potential to the conflicts surrounding us. It means using our innate capacities of curiosity, creativity, and collaboration to open up new possibilities that we had not imagined before.

In conflicts where we feel stuck, trapped, and frustrated, possible means freedom, choice, and opportunities.

Possible is the new yes.

Why am I a possibilist? Because I have seen with my own eyes what humans can do. I have seen the seemingly impossible become possible.

During the 1980s, I spent a decade working on averting an accidental nuclear war, with frequent trips to Washington and Moscow. I witnessed the remarkable transformation of the US-Soviet relationship as the Berlin Wall fell and the Cold War came to an end, against all odds and expectations.

When I first visited South Africa in the late 1980s to understand the conflict firsthand and offer training on negotiation, experienced political observers believed that it would take decades and perhaps only a bloody all-out civil war to end the racist system of apartheid. Instead, in a few short years, contrary to almost all predictions, the destructive conflict was transformed and Nelson Mandela, who had been imprisoned for twenty-seven years, was elected to the presidency.

In more recent years, I had the opportunity to serve as an advisor to the president of Colombia as he sought to do what most people in his country imagined was utterly impossible: to end a civil war that had persisted for almost half a century. Hundreds of thousands of people had died, and there had been more than 8 million victims. It took six years of hard negotiation, but in the end a historic peace was forged and, to everyone’s surprise, the main guerrilla force laid down their weapons.

My experience has not been limited to wars. I’ve watched families heal their feuds. I’ve witnessed bitter business rivals become friends again. I’ve seen leaders from all sides of the political spectrum in my own country learn to work together. I have seen human beings from all walks of life rise to the challenge of turning destructive confrontation into productive negotiation.

If it has happened before, I believe it can happen again.

I am not naïve about the dark side of humanity. After almost five decades, often working in what sometimes feels like the heart of darkness, I am not one to underestimate the capacity for human ignorance and cruelty. I have also witnessed the negative possibilities of conflict.

More than forty years ago, I had a chance to spend an afternoon, without another person around, in the remains of the Nazi death camp in Treblinka, Poland. I walked in the high grass amid rows of long raised mounds speckled with whitish bone fragments. I suspected, although I did not know for sure, that many of my extended family were buried in those mounds. I felt that every soul there was someone’s family and therefore family to all of us. I experienced waves of sadness, without words to express the inhumanity we are capable of inflicting on our fellow human beings. Silently, I made a vow to myself that I would not sit still but do everything in my power to help avert the nuclear holocaust threatening us all.

Thirteen years later, while I was working on the war in Yugoslavia, I went to visit a temporary encampment of Bosnian Muslim refugees with an old childhood friend, Peter Galbraith, then the US ambassador to Croatia. The refugees were trapped in a kilometer-wide zone between a row of Serbian tanks on one side and a row of Croatian tanks on the other, all pointing their big guns at the no-man’s-land in between. Escorted by Canadian UN peacekeepers equipped with flak jackets and automatic weapons, Peter and I walked past the tanks and soldiers into the ruins of a village. The houses were mostly destroyed. A stray missile was stuck in the trunk of a tree.

Thousands of women, men, and children were camped out in flimsy tents that provided little protection as the cold winter approached. They seemed utterly disoriented and had nowhere to go. Land mines surrounded them on all sides, and every few days a person would step on one by accident and lose a foot or a leg. Poignantly, we arrived just as a woman had given birth in a makeshift hospital ward in a school gym. I could not help but reflect how these innocents symbolized the plight of humanity, caught between nuclear superpowers prepared at an instant’s notice to unleash cataclysmic destruction. It was one more vivid reminder of the negative possibilities of conflict.

Most recently, while writing this book, my principal conflict work has focused on the terrible, tragic war in Ukraine. The negative possibilities are on full display as the world finds itself, three and a half decades after the fall of the Berlin Wall, in a dangerous new conflict between Russia and the West. As in the first half of the twentieth century, Europe once again is the scene of fierce battles and atrocities. The nuclear sword of Damocles hangs perilously over our heads. It almost seems as if we have come full circle.

I had originally intended to focus just on writing this past year, but I found myself unable to sit back and do nothing. As I write these words, I am seriously engaged in frequent conversations with Ukrainians and Russians, Americans and Chinese, British, French, and many others, working on practical measures that can mitigate the horrors and help bring the war to an end. I am just off a call in which our Ukrainian colleague recounted how, on one single ten-kilometer stretch of front lines in the midst of winter, a hundred soldiers were being killed each day on each side. And that is just one stretch as the days and weeks and months roll by.

To be a possibilist means to look negative possibilities squarely in the eye and use them as motivation to search persistently for the positive possibilities. The work is never done. Possible does not mean inevitable or even probable. Possible simply means possible.

Whether possible becomes a reality depends on us.

WHAT IS MADE BY US CAN BE CHANGED BY US

Thirty years ago, I trekked deep into the rainforests of Malaysia to visit what many anthropologists consider the most peaceful tribe on the planet, the Semai. I wanted to understand how they deal with their conflicts.

They received me with traditional hospitality in a large bamboo house on stilts in the jungle. A dozen families shared the same space, eating and sleeping together. The next morning, after a night’s sleep on a bamboo platform, I finally took the chance to ask one of their elders a question I had long wondered about:

“Why don’t your people make war?”

“War?” he asked, puzzled for a moment as he reflected on the question. Then he looked directly at me and replied through a colleague of mine who was translating:

“Typhoons, earthquakes, and tsunamis are forces of nature we cannot control. But war is made by us. Therefore, it can be stopped by us.”

He spoke as if the answer were obvious. For him, I suppose it was, seeing how successfully his community dealt with its toughest conflicts. As he offered this explanation, passing on the practical wisdom of his people, it resonated deeply with me. It is as close to the possibilist credo as I can imagine.

The challenge we face is not in the outside world but inside us. It is not a technical problem but a human one. What is made by us can be changed by us. It is possible.

As the Semai elder implied, we humans have the natural innate capacities to manage our differences constructively. As an anthropologist, I have long marveled at how we evolved as intensely social, highly communicative, deeply curious, and extraordinarily creative primates. Collaborative problem solving is our great human strength. That’s how we have survived and thrived.

Although violence is a natural capacity of ours, so are the tools to stop it. They are the evolutionary heritage we have received as a gift from our ancestors. They are our birthright, ours to draw on and deploy skillfully in these challenging times. Our task is not to evolve something entirely new but rather to remember what we already know how to do and apply it to the challenges of today.

LET’S GO FOR A WALK

Some years ago, I took a long walk in the Rocky Mountains near my home with my neighbor and friend Jim Collins, the author of leadership classics such as Good to Great. As we were climbing up a steep slope, Jim turned to me and asked:

“How do you retain your sense of possibility at such a dark time in the world?”

I looked out at the magnificent view of peaks and valleys stretching out before us and replied:

“Jim, it’s true that we’ve grown far more polarized, both as a nation and around the world, and that these times may look darker than others. But in what may have seemed like better times, I was always working in the darkest, most difficult situations. It’s the possibilities I see that keep me going. What better choice is there?”

“Then,” said Jim, “why don’t you write a book that synthesizes all that you’ve learned to help others realize those possibilities in these troubled times?”

That is this book.

I love to go for long walks in nature. Walking gives me clarity and perspective, inspiration and creative ideas. And it gives me the energy and sustenance I need to tackle challenging conflicts.

I would like to invite you to take an imaginary walk with me. On this journey, I hope to pass on to you the distilled lessons I have discovered about the path to possible, as I have sought to open windows of possibility in some of the most intractable conflicts. While this book is intended to be practical, it is not a how-to book. It is less about method and more about mindset. The possibilist mindset is a curious, creative, and collaborative way of engaging with our differences in these divided times.

Perhaps the most powerful way to pass on lessons, one deeply ingrained in our nature since prehistoric times, is to tell stories. Stories are what we remember most and how we learn best. So I will take the liberty of telling you my own stories—from the professional to the personal—in the hope that they will capture the essence of what I have gleaned. In my other books, I mostly shared the stories of others. In this one, I will stick mostly to my own experiences because they are the ones from which I have learned the most. I have organized these stories so that they highlight the key openings I have discovered along the path to possible.

In many of the stories, I will report conversations based either on notes taken immediately afterward and, in certain cases, on my memory alone, which I acknowledge may be fallible. In a couple of instances where the people involved were not public figures, I’ve changed names to protect their privacy.

Some readers may recognize a few of the stories from my other books. If I return to them, it is because they were major learning experiences for me and because, in revisiting them, I aim to uncover new insights. I have sought to tell these stories here with greater granularity and specificity, hoping you will find something new in them—just as I have.

Because the nature of my work has been to seek out the world’s toughest, most impactful conflicts, I have drawn many of my stories from intense political situations—from the so-called halls of power—but let me assure you that these conflicts in their essence share many similarities with the everyday family and work conflicts we all know. The scale may be bigger, but the dynamics are similar. A conflict is a conflict; humans are humans; and the deeper lessons can be applied across the board.

I am aware that my experiences in larger-scale conflicts have involved mostly men, either as parties or even as third parties. This great imbalance is, thankfully, beginning to even out. All too often unacknowledged, women have always been influential third parties and peacemakers in the conflicts around us—at work, at home, and in the world. In many places around the planet, they are increasingly breaking through the barriers that have stood in the way of their full participation. I am very glad to see that the majority of people in the workshops I teach are now women. While there is still much work to be done, it gives me great hope for our future.

As we walk together and I describe my path to possible, I invite you to look at the conflicts that are challenging you—whether you are directly involved or simply concerned. What is your path to possible?

While I write these words, I am newly a grandfather. I had the indescribable joy of cradling my grandson, Diego, in my arms for an hour on the first day he was born. I felt the pure potential of his being, so fresh and utterly open. As I held him and looked into his innocent sleeping face, I wondered what kind of world we will leave to him and his generation. If his future self—and all his peers—could speak, what work would they be asking us to do now?

My great hope is that this book will inspire you to unleash your full human potential to transform the conflicts around you. If we can transform our conflicts, we can transform our world. 

The choice is ours.





Chapter 2

The Three Victories

The Possible’s slow fuse is lit

By the Imagination.

—Emily Dickinson

Wanted: a Hard Job. That was the motto of my grandfather’s company, founded more than a century ago.

In 1906, Eddie was a boy of thirteen living in Warsaw, then part of the Russian Empire, when his mother suddenly handed him his older brother’s steamship passage ticket and told him he had to immediately flee to America. That day, his fifteen-year-old brother, Wolf, had been arrested and jailed by the police for talking on a street corner with two friends. His crime? Violating the restriction against congregating, imposed by the Russian imperial authorities to curb revolutionary activity.

In the courtyard of the building where Eddie and his family lived, the security police were lining up suspected revolutionaries and executing them against a wall. I can only imagine what emotions Eddie was feeling at the time: fear and confusion, grief and anger. All I know is that whatever happened was painful enough that he never wanted to talk about his childhood.

Thirteen-year-old Eddie fled by himself the next day and joined a small group of refugees who were being smuggled across the border into Germany. The journey was not without danger; refugees had to travel by night to elude Russian border guards, and attacks by murderous highway gangs were not uncommon. From Hamburg, he boarded the ship Pretoria, traveling in stifling steerage quarters.

Arriving at Ellis Island the day after his fourteenth birthday, he was processed by immigration authorities under his brother’s name since that was the name on the ship docket. Eddie went immediately to work in a woolen textile mill in Maine, joining his father, Max, and his eldest brother, Joe, who had preceded him.

The air in the mill was so thick with wool lint that the workers kept coughing and wheezing, easily succumbing to lung disease. Enterprising even at a young age, Eddie took up window washing instead. He and another young teenager opened up a little business in Rhode Island. There were a lot of dirty windows and buildings in those days of coal burning—and business boomed. He and his father and brother were able to send money back to Warsaw to bring over his mother and remaining siblings.

Within two decades, my grandfather wasn’t just cleaning windows and buildings. He and his teams were cleaning giant steel mills near Chicago.

“I don’t get it,” I said to my ninety-year-old uncle Mel as I was writing this book. “How did a boy who started off washing windows and who never had a chance to get a formal education end up being hired by the biggest steel companies in the world to clean out their blast furnaces?”

My uncle, who had ended up running the company himself, looked at me and said in a well-informed tone with a touch of boyish admiration:

“It is hard to believe. At that time, the steel companies had to shut down the blast furnace for six months at great cost to clean out the heavy slag that remained as the iron was turned into steel. My father devised a way to do the job using dynamite inside the furnace. It required extreme precision, of course, to avoid blowing up the furnace. But instead of six months, it took three days!”

“What was Eddie’s secret to success?” I asked.

My uncle paused for a moment to consider the question, then replied:

“It’s simple. Where others saw obstacles, he saw opportunities.”

My grandfather, in other words, was a possibilist.

START FROM POSSIBLE

“Wanted: a Hard Job” could serve as a motto for possibilists.

Transforming conflict is some of the hardest work we humans can do. It calls on us to engage when we feel tempted to attack or to avoid. It requires us to take responsibility for conflicts around us when we may prefer to remain bystanders. It requires courage, patience, and persistence.

If possibilists have a core principle, it is humble audacity. The audacity of our goals needs to be balanced by the humility of our approach. It takes audacity to tackle seemingly impossible challenges. It takes audacity to aim for outcomes that work not only for one party but for everyone. It takes humility to be patient and calm, and to listen in the face of provocation. It takes humility to face hard facts and keep learning and persisting.

Possibilists are not naïvely optimistic; they expect to encounter setbacks along the way. As a mediator in the war in Northern Ireland, a conflict widely viewed as impossible, former US senator George Mitchell reflected:

“We had 700 days of failure, and one day of success.”

During those seven hundred days Mitchell humbly sat and listened to both sides. And that one day of success, which resulted in the Good Friday Agreement, led to the transformation of the conflict. Though the conflict didn’t end, the war did—and that made all the difference.

At the same time as they fully acknowledge obstacles and expect setbacks, possibilists bring a very different mindset to conflicts. As I learned from my grandfather, even the hardest job can become easier with the right mindset—the lens through which we see it.

In my conflict work, I have noticed that if I simply start from the problem, it is all too easy for me to get lost in its details and difficulties. So I like to start by drawing an imaginary circle of possibility around the conflict. That circle contains all the potential positive ways the conflict could unfold. I find it easier to address the problem if I can situate it within the larger context of possibility.

Without discounting the difficulties, I make room for the possibility that there is a way out. I like to ask:

“What is possible here? Not probable but simply possible?”

We can then apply our innate capacities for curiosity, creativity, and collaboration. Using our natural curiosity, we can seek to understand the parties in conflict. Deploying our innate creativity, we can open up new possibilities. Engaging in radical collaboration, we can overcome tough challenges. Like good athletes—or musicians—playing together, we can tap into the surprising power of play to perform at our full collective potential.

My grandfather Eddie’s possibilist mindset is exactly what is needed, I have found, to transform tough conflicts. Don’t ignore the obstacles, but look for the openings.

The path to possible starts from possible.

A SINGLE SENTENCE

“Do you think you could sum up in a single sentence everything you’ve learned about negotiating difficult conflicts that we could apply in these troubled times?” my friend Jim Collins asked me that brisk, bluebird day as we were hiking up a peak near our homes in the Rocky Mountains.

“That’s a tall order, Jim.”

“Darwin did it. In The Origin of Species, he has a single sentence that sums up his whole theory of evolution.”

Jim’s challenge touched a chord in me. I happen to love simplicity.

“I don’t know if I can answer your question, but I’ll think about it.”

Over the ensuing months, I reviewed all my experiences over five decades in seeking to open up new possibilities in conflict. I thought about all the different ways I had tried to capture my lessons in concepts and metaphors. I figured if I could answer Jim’s question, if I could synthesize into a single sentence what I had learned, it might be easier to pass it on so that others could benefit—even if it took an entire book to fully unpack the meaning of the sentence.

For me, three has always been a magic number for remembering what is important. The human brain responds to patterns, and three is the smallest number we can use to create a pattern. The ancient Romans had a phrase, Omne trium perfectum: everything that comes in threes is perfect. There is something about three that feels both minimal and complete.

As I reflected on Jim’s question on my solitary walks, my mind kept coming back to three key concepts that I have found most powerful and valuable in my conflict work. In my mind’s eye, I began to visualize a path—a path to possible—composed of three victories to achieve along the way.

On our next walk, a few months later, I said to Jim:

“Remember you asked me what I’ve learned over these last decades and if I could sum it up in one sentence?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I gave it some thought.”

“Yes?” Jim asked.

“The problem is this: We are not going to get rid of conflict—nor should we. But we can change the way we see conflict and the way we choose to live with it. Conflict can make us think small. We reduce the whole thing to a win-lose battle between us and them. Often, the bigger the conflict, the smaller we think.”

“So what can we do instead?”

“The secret is to do the exact opposite. Instead of thinking small, we need to think big. We need a wholly different approach. Instead of just starting from the problem, we need to start from the possibilities.”

“Go on.”

“If we want to deal with tough conflicts like the ones we face today, we have to open up new possibilities that are not at all obvious to us. Imagine that the challenging conflict is a mountain like the one we’re climbing. We have to find a path—a path to possible. And that path is made up of three victories. Each victory changes our perspective on conflict.”

“Yes?” asked Jim expectantly.

“The first and biggest challenge we face is not what we usually think. It is not them. It is right here,” I said, pointing my finger at myself.

“In destructive conflict, we react out of fear and anger and we end up getting in our own way. We need to do the opposite. We need to get out of the bunker and go to the balcony instead—a place of calm and perspective where we can keep our eyes on the prize.”

Motioning with my outstretched arm to the big expansive plains below us, I said:

“Right now, we’re on a balcony of sorts where we can see the bigger picture, like this big view in front of us. Balcony is the first victory to achieve—a victory with ourselves.”

“Okay,” said Jim, “what’s the second?”

“In destructive conflict, we dig into our positions and build walls. Again, we need to do the opposite. Imagine I’m standing here and you’re way over there,” I said pointing at a peak across the valley.

“There’s a big chasm between your position and mine. It’s filled with all the reasons why it’s hard to reach agreement, including doubt, anxiety, and fear of looking weak. If I want us to meet, I need to build a bridge—a golden bridge—an inviting way to cross the chasm of conflict. I need to make it easier for us to walk toward each other. Bridge is the second victory to achieve—a victory with the other.”

“Doesn’t sound easy,” Jim remarked.

“It is a hard job,” I replied, remembering Eddie and his company motto. “We need help.”

“Where can we get that help?”

“That is the third piece of the puzzle. In destructive conflict, we see just two sides, us against them, battling it out for a unilateral victory. We need to break out of that trap. Because the truth is, there’s always a third side: the side of the whole. Tangibly, the third side is the people around us who can help us—our family, friends, neighbors, colleagues. It is the surrounding community who are concerned about the conflict.”

“What can they do?” Jim asked.

“They can step in and break up fights. They can help













































	Deal of the century.

	I kept America safe.

	I didn’t spend a penny.







	Security: My rule and my country are secure.

	Respect: We are finally getting the respect we deserve.

	Prosperity: We will be the next Asian tiger.
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