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Introduction

Recently, I bumped into a neighbour whose husband has been sick with cancer. When I asked how they were coping, she replied that it was difficult but they were managing. Then she turned to me with a guilty look, and in a tone of sorrow and self-reproach said, ‘I am not always nice to him, you know.’ I threw my arms around her and replied, ‘None of us is nice all the time. Some of us just hide it better than others.’

Tensions and disagreement are a normal part of life. We will not always be the kindest and most generous versions of ourselves, even (or especially) when we are under pressure, living with illness, stressed or anxious. Our emotions are complex and sometimes destructive and this can lead us into conflict with other people, even (or especially) those whom we love and care about. On the other hand, we are also wired for empathy and have the capacity to be generous and kind. With patience, good faith and a little effort, we can turn conflictual aspects of our personality and behaviour into communication and creativity in our relationships.

Exploring how we can learn to cope with and manage disagreements rather than avoid, suppress or inflame them is at the heart of this book. The aim is not to erase difference or banish conflict. Couples will continue to disagree about raising children. Families will carry old wounds that resurface at holiday gatherings. This is inevitable. Rather than being a threat to happiness, it can open the way to mutual understanding and connection. We have a choice over whether we act out our tensions or explore, contain and manage them.

I have been interested in conflict for most of my adult life. My career began over forty years ago, as a probation officer. I then trained as a group analyst and psychotherapist, before moving into international conflict resolution. I have learned that even large-scale conflict is fuelled by small hurts and wounded pride, at least as much as big ideological beliefs. Feelings of fear, anger, frustration, thwarted ambition, humiliation, marginalization and exclusion are at the root of most conflicts, whatever their scale and context. When these emotions settle into beliefs about who we are and who they are (they being the person or group of people with whom we’re in conflict), our identity forms around conflictual thinking. This can happen within a couple, a family, a divided community or across warring nation states. History and experience, real and imagined slights, frustrations, injustices and outrages all influence how nations behave, just as they do the individuals in relationships.

As a psychotherapist, I have delved into my clients’ personal conflicts with their friends, children, spouses and lovers. I have seen couples at war in my consulting room, projecting negative perceptions onto each other and wilfully misunderstanding one another. I still work as a psychotherapist, but for the last twenty-five years I have also frequently swapped my comfortable therapy room in north-west London for less salubrious settings. I have travelled to Riyadh, Tehran, Damascus and Pyongyang, crossing the worlds of psychotherapy and geopolitics. Most recently, my work has taken me to the Ukraine–Russia war and back to the Palestine–Israel conflict. My team and I are always thinking about what can be done quietly behind the scenes to ripen the conditions for peace-making.

It has not been the conventional trajectory of a psychotherapist’s career, but in my conflict mediation work I frequently draw on my skills in this trade, where my first task is to listen very carefully to the client’s stories. In both spheres, I have learned the primary importance of understanding people’s experience through their lens, to grapple with why they think (and just as importantly, why they feel) as they do. Only when we commit to understanding the other person’s point of view will we have a chance of finding an exit route out of conflict, and that means we need to understand the human mind – our own and the other’s.

This need to understand what we ourselves bring to the situation is crucial. If we are really interested in helping to resolve conflict, whether in the role of a therapist, mediator, partner, parent, colleague or friend, it’s important to appreciate that being blind to our own share of responsibility or taking sides will close down the conversation too soon, leaving feelings of injustice to fester. This heightens the risk of escalation. Extending our empathy to everyone involved can be challenging, but empathy is more like a muscle whose capacity we can strengthen than a finite resource. All parties in a conflict have a deep need to be heard and understood. Paradoxically, when people have behaved badly, they often have a desperate need for love and acceptance. They are likely to be feeling shame, even if they don’t acknowledge either the wrongdoing or the emotional response. If we can show understanding, it increases the possibility that their behaviour will improve and then we can gently and firmly challenge them.

I was at a children’s party recently when the birthday girl bit her brother. (To be fair to her, he had been very annoying.) The parents communicated that this was not acceptable, but they could see how much her destructive behaviour had upset her and gave her the big cuddle she needed when she went to bed. Emotions tend to occupy a more complex space than we initially realize, whether they’re our own or someone else’s and whether we’re a frustrated small child or a mature adult. They can lead to cloudy thinking and premature judgement as well as escalating tension.

One of my first professional experiences as a 21-year-old trainee probation officer, was to accompany a young woman to visit her husband in prison. She had two small children and was exhausted by life; a deep sense of hopelessness pervaded her. Her husband was a charismatic, stockily built man in his early thirties with piercing blue eyes and a nervous, restless energy. He was serving a life sentence, having killed a friend in a fight. On first encounter, I felt little curiosity and plenty of judgement. The facts spoke for themselves. But then I started to get to know him. He admitted that he had a terrible temper. Later he told me stories of how, as a child, he had felt humiliated by his father. This would trigger a violent response and he would hit out in uncontrolled anger.

Building a relationship by listening carefully to him allowed me to see the world through his eyes. It wasn’t that I felt his story about his father excused his behaviour, more that it challenged me to think again about why people behave in certain ways and how easily we can all cross a boundary when experiences and circumstances drive us a certain way. It is much easier to believe that there are good and bad people in the world than that, deep inside, we all contain the possibility of behaving well and badly.

Thankfully, this man’s story is of course exceptional: most of our daily disagreements do not end in violence, let alone on this scale. And yet, living in low-level hostility with a partner or a colleague can damage everyone concerned. The energy spent on it drains our capacity to create better relationships. It takes its toll on our mental health and sense of self.

It has always been the human face of conflict that draws me in. I have worked with groups that have been on the terrorist list, with individuals who have kidnapped and killed their enemies, and as disturbing as their behaviour has been, I was often struck by their ordinariness once I got talking to them. They, like me, wanted to take their children to school and to visit their grandmothers. They, like me, wanted to be seen to have a fundamental human dignity that was worthy of respect. Unlike me, many of them had been insulted, ignored and humiliated throughout their lifetime, by authorities and within their own community. I was reminded that a baby is not born violent and that it is often the cruelness of a person’s environment which determines their choices.

The desire for dignity runs deep inside all of us. If we are spoken to as if we are inferior, ignored or insulted, it can stimulate a terrible rage that can be the source of violence, whether in war or on the domestic stage. At the deepest level, people require affirmation and to be taken seriously. When they feel that their emotions have been recognized, that often allows the feelings to subside. They become able to find a less destructive part of themselves. Underneath the rage there is a human being yearning to be understood and have a better life. What allowed me to engage with these designated terrorist groups was my belief in the value of trying to understand why they thought and felt as they did. It was the everyday act of listening to them and taking what they said seriously that created opportunities to seek openings for peace-making.

Listening is crucial, as is how we speak to one another, since our words and our tone will either escalate or diffuse a situation. There will be many places in the book where we look at the kind of wording that can help or hinder resolution. In conflictual environments, whether in the family or on the international stage, individuals and communities have forgotten how to speak the language of living together respectfully. They begin to speak the language of conflict – adversarial, defensive, provocative and full of emotion. Words can spark violence when they express the desire for retribution. In this way, we dehumanize ourselves and each other. This may sound melodramatic outside the context of countries at war, but it happens routinely in everyday relationships. Divorcing couples forget they once loved each other, and warring parents and their adolescent children lose their capacity to speak a language of connection or to show each other their human face.

I saw the tragic consequences of this when I started to work on the Palestine–Israel conflict over two decades ago. I was initially invited to Israel to train forty group analysts to work with people who had experienced trauma, both as a result of the conflict and their own personal histories. Many of them came from families of Holocaust survivors. I travelled there twenty-six times over a period of two years at the height of the second intifada, during which there was a campaign of suicide bombings by the Palestinians in response to the failure of the peace process and the continued occupation. I felt that working with the political system, which seemed to me to be traumatized on both sides and was the cause of so much suffering, would have more impact than working with individuals. Perhaps surprisingly, it was not difficult to navigate into both systems and build relationships among the political classes.

What quickly became clear, though, was that there was a history of traumas among senior politicians and other leaders shaping who they were and how they acted. Back then I believed that if the parties could understand each other’s stories and exercise their empathy they would be more likely to find routes to end the conflict. That was not my experience. For the most part, neither side was interested in the other. When they were in the same space they were mostly preoccupied with telling their own stories about their parallel histories. Capacity to listen and desire to understand the other was limited. The challenge became how to help them manage their differences without killing each other.

Even in our own domestic disputes, which are situations of infinitely less brutality and complexity, we often assume that resolution means convincing the other of the rightness of our approach, rather than learning how to manage our differences. Most of us have a desire to pull people across the barricade so they think like us. Then we act contemptuously if they don’t. The lesson I have learned from my conflict mediation work is that if we can learn to accommodate our differences with respect and genuine interest in other people’s point of view, while speaking a less conflictual language, we have the possibility of living in a less conflicted world.

This requires acknowledging the other’s story as real to them, which is not the same as agreeing with them. In Northern Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement did not merge nationalist and unionist identities into a single narrative. Instead, it created a framework in which those differences could coexist without constant bloodshed. Recognition of the other can be profoundly disarming. When people feel heard, they no longer feel a need to shout. When suffering is acknowledged, there is less compulsion to prove it through violence. Recognition alone does not resolve conflict, but it transforms the emotional climate in which conflict unfolds.

This is not a book about war zones but everyday conflict, from the bedroom to the boardroom to the deathbed. Nevertheless, from the halls of power to the family home there are many similarities. As my wise colleague and fellow conflict mediator William Ury wrote, ‘Conflict is conflict; humans are humans; and the deeper lessons can be applied across the board.’ My aim is to support you to embody the belief that it is not the act of disagreeing that is the problem but how we disagree. Conflict can, when done well, be a good thing if it allows us to open up and connect with ourselves and others.

If you’re struggling with the suggestion that conflict can be constructive, I completely understand. Few of us are intuitively skilful at handling it. There is a spectrum of approaches we can take, and together we will explore what makes things better or worse.

Many of us fear conflict and will do almost anything to avoid it. There are lots of advantages to this approach. If this describes you, you probably rarely offend people or have to manage being disliked. At the same time, if you never express what you are feeling, people will not know who you really are. You might not know who you really are. And storing up frustration can have negative consequences for both your mental and physical health.

Simply being willing to engage in conflict, on the other hand, is no guarantee of self-knowledge and healthy relationships. If you are provocative and aggressive, people might want to give you a wide berth. If you appear unpredictable and even frightening, they will keep their distance, leaving you isolated. In both cases, the result will be stalemate and frustration, personal misery and negative ripple effects. There are better ways.

That is why this book is called How to Agree to Disagree. Normally, when we use the phrase, ‘Let’s agree to disagree’, we say it at the end of an argument in a sharp irritated tone. There is nothing conciliatory about it. I want to flip the positioning of the phrase to reframe our thinking. Imagine if, at the beginning of a difficult conversation, we were all approaching it with the awareness that it might end in disagreement, and that would be fine – even something to be embraced and welcomed as a path to greater understanding, connection and intimacy. ‘Let’s agree to disagree’ would be more like a pact between sparring partners who take each other seriously and respect each other fully than the cold faux truce it so often is.

Almost all of us find positive reframing difficult. Most of us are not even fully aware of the initial framing we bring to a situation, made up of the stories and beliefs we have been absorbing all our lives, but when we do develop awareness, we can consciously explore other ways of seeing by seeking a positive lens. It is easy to lapse into negative and ungenerous thoughts, and in the current climate stimulated by social media there is little taboo in doing so. My father, who was a wise soul, used to say, if you don’t have something positive to say, don’t say anything at all. If I’m with my Buddhist son when I start to share a story that reveals some less than attractive quality about someone we know, I can feel the rays of his disapproval. I am grateful for his expectation that I reframe my thinking; it pulls me up short, especially in his presence!

We’ll begin by asking what we mean by conflict and explore how our own internal critics create conflict in our minds. We will then examine those all important emotions, from love and hate to envy and jealousy, humiliation and shame, asking how they potentially escalate or diffuse disagreements. Next we’ll look at our personal conflict style before considering how we might change our beliefs and behaviours, and then focus on ways to infuse our communication and mindset with empathy and curiosity, making it easier to agree to disagree. In the second half of the book we’ll move on to some specific settings in which conflict typically arises, with chapters on disputes over sex, in the family and with friends, the schoolyard, the workplace, over money and on the deathbed. My overall aim is to help you turn disagreement into deeper understanding of yourself and others, and show you how to create the openings for conflict to be transformed into meaningful connection.

Learning to understand and respect each other is not easy, whether in personal relationships or on the international stage, but if we genuinely wish to live in a less conflicted world, our task is to develop our maturity so that we can tolerate our differences. It requires moving beyond zero-sum thinking: the belief that for one side to thrive, the other must be destroyed. At home, zero-sum logic sounds like: ‘If you’re right, I must be wrong.’ On the world stage, it becomes: ‘If your nation survives, mine must perish.’ Maturity means recognizing that in a shared world, eliminating the other is not possible without endangering ourselves. This is not only the responsibility of leaders. It is the task of societies to cultivate the moral courage to see the humanity of those who are different from us. It is the work of educators, media and families to resist polarization and nurture the capacity to live with complex feelings.

We can learn to turn misunderstandings, mistakes and divisions into closeness, forgiveness, respect and intimacy through open communication. There is seldom a simple epiphany, and it can be hard (though also deeply satisfying) work, but lasting improvements in our relationships are more than possible. Friendships can be renewed, partnerships brought back from the brink. This book is full of such stories. And despite the intransigent and bloody conflicts we see being played out on the news and in our social-media feeds, disputes and disagreements between groups can be resolved. People find ways to rub along. Accommodations are found. Wars come to an end.

Agreeing to disagree is a psychological and moral state of mind. It asks us to confront our fears, restrain our impulses and recognize the humanity of other people, including those we don’t like or even see as enemies. The practices that make this possible are not confined to summit tables or peace treaties. They begin in everyday life – at the dinner table, in friendships, in workplaces, through creating spaces of safety where difference is contained rather than trampled on. If we can build a culture of recognition rather than humiliation and listen deeply enough to allow contradictory truths to coexist, then we may discover a peace that is not fragile illusion but resilient coexistence.

My working life means that I have had the great honour of people sharing with me the intimacies of their lives: their pleasures, pain and traumas. I have been able to draw on those experiences in the book, often creating an amalgamation of different encounters to respect the confidentiality of clients, friends, family and colleagues. I hope I have managed to find the right tone: one that shows the deep love and affection I have felt in both my personal relationships and as a psychotherapist. I believe conflicts and tensions are an inevitable part of any meaningful relationship but what we do about this is within our gift. I hope you will find much that will speak to you, and thank you for being my reader.




CHAPTER 1

Reframing Conflict

‘Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, so I am changing myself.’

RUMI – POET AND MYSTIC

My former colleague Gianni Picco, who was a very experienced UN hostage negotiator, wrote about his time in Lebanon in the book we co-authored, The Fog of Peace: How to Prevent War. He described negotiating with a kidnapper in Beirut, when he realized that the man was frightened. ‘I took his hand and helped him feel safe, as he was looking at me through the mask he had always worn in my presence. No words were uttered but much was said.’ In that moment, Picco understood that ‘beneath the aggressive facade and the mask, there was a human being, misguided if you like, wrong, and unlikely to have made his own choices but nevertheless a human being.’ From the wise insights of Mr Picco to the banality of my everyday life, conflict reveals itself both on the grand stage and in our routine encounters, as the following story shows.

I recently arrived at my hairdresser’s salon in a rush, feeling hassled and already in an impatient mood. I was due to give a public lecture later that day and (such is my vanity), when I feel well-groomed, I also feel more self-confident. I had phoned ahead to make an appointment with my favourite stylist, but on arrival the receptionist informed me that neither he nor anyone else was available.

I asked why they hadn’t sent me a text to let me know about the mix-up. She replied curtly that they didn’t have time to text, to which I responded, with some sarcasm, that this seemed like a strange way to run a customer-focused business. She then said she would sack the person who had erroneously made the appointment. My frustration flared. I told her this was a ridiculous response. Why punish someone for what seemed like a simple mistake? I pressed again: why couldn’t she just have sent me a quick text? She said she was very busy and had young children. I replied that it would only have taken a few seconds. She fired back, ‘What do you want me to do – go kill myself?’ I told her this was a hysterical overreaction given that all I wanted was an appointment.

As the argument reached a crescendo, I realized I had tumbled down a rabbit hole of irritation and reactivity. But then I remembered my emotional intelligence. I made a conscious effort to pull back and change the mood. I told the receptionist how much I valued coming to this salon and how consistently satisfied I was with the results.

Her mood shifted instantly. She softened and said she’d find someone else to do my hair. I returned her smile, thanked her, and accepted a coffee while I waited for my blow-dry. With a little more patience and sensitivity on my part, I probably could have got to this outcome sooner and without all the hyperbole. If I’d been in a less reactive state of mind, less caught up in my concerns over the lecture and more aware of my emotions, I might have avoided our reciprocal provocation.

I am pleased to tell you that the receptionist and I are in a better place now. We were both rather embarrassed the next time we saw each other, but a few months on, there is a new warmth between us. We’re gentle and respectful with each other, chat about what we’re wearing (and she always texts me to confirm my appointments). The last time we met, she asked me what I did for a living. Like any self-respecting psychotherapist I asked her what she thought I did. I was a little flattered when she suggested I might be a fashion designer – I felt rather sheepish as I replied that I worked in conflict resolution.

As you can see, I am no saint. I get into as many arguments as anybody else. I can be annoying, impatient, short-fused and self-absorbed. It would be great for me, my family, friends and work colleagues if I had the emotional maturity of a zen monk, but however hard I try, this quiet self-reflection will never be available to me in this life. I am not one for hailing the sun when I wake in the morning or sitting quietly emptying my mind of negative thoughts. As much as I would like to live this way, it eludes me. I am, however, of the school of thought that believes it is normal not to always have generous and kind emotions, it is just better that we do not act them out. Negative feelings and differences of opinion do not need to be frightening or avoided at all costs. If we do something about them in good time, conflict can mostly be resolved and turned into connection.

I don’t mean to imply that conflict isn’t often alarming and unpleasant. It ripples through our personal relationships in the bedroom and in the family home, in the office and our community. Unhappy couples fight over money, the kids and sex. Colleagues square off in meetings or stab each other in the back. There are feuds at the school gates and fallingsout between neighbours. And all this before we even mention the tidal waves of conflict that engulf interactions on social media. We end up tense and miserable. Given that interpersonal relationships lie at the very heart of our lives and are a key factor in our happiness and good mental health, looking for ways to manage our conflicts more effectively is vital for our wellbeing.

Sometimes, conflict is not just unpleasant but downright toxic. Not every rupture can – or should – be repaired. Some relationships need to end, if the harm inflicted has simply been too great. In other cases we sense that repair is possible, but we find ourselves distressed and floundering, unsure how to reconnect with someone who still matters to us. If that person is also committed to the relationship and to learning how to manage our differences, then it becomes possible to work through the conflict together.

It can be helpful to start to think about what conflict is, and what it means to us. The first part of this appears more straightforward than the second. We might say that conflict is ‘a series of disagreements or arguments, typically protracted, where we remain stuck and unable to resolve things.’ We tend to think of it as the opposite of the successful communication we engage in the rest of the time.

And yet, even defining conflict as distinct from other interactions reveals that it’s not so easy to pin down. I would suggest that separating ‘bad conflict’ from ‘good communication’ is already leading us into trouble. Much of our everyday communication, even when it doesn’t turn into an argument, is a series of mismatches in which we don’t understand what the other person is trying to say. Quite possibly we are not even listening, our mind being more focused on rebuffing their argument than fully attending to what they are saying.

Disagreement, on the other hand, does not always have to be protracted, painful, impossible to resolve and inherently destructive. What matters is what we do about it. If we can investigate our deeper attitudes to conflict and grasp that we all have different ways of seeing the world, this offers the opportunity for improving communication. We’ll be looking at all of this in detail later, but for now, I just want to plant the seed of the idea that redefining conflict away from being inherently bad and other forms of communication as being somehow better, can help us start to manage all our interactions in healthier ways.

Is conflict getting worse?

Conflict has, of course, existed for as long as humanity, from warring tribes to unhappy families, but it can feel as if we have entered an age of endemic disagreements. As a society and within our groups we seem to be incapable of tolerating opposing views, quicker to point fingers and denounce one another. We are subjected to escalating violent rhetoric, often stimulated by social media. The mood has darkened over the last decade, with wars erupting or escalating in Africa, Europe and the Middle East. Nuclear war has reared its ugly head again and we risk destroying our planet with our carbon emissions. There is a lack of consensus on how to tackle these huge challenges. Conflicts are playing out intensely between rich and poor, different nationalities, generations and genders. Against this backdrop, it would be easy to feel that escalating hostility, polarization and conflict are inescapable.

This does not have to be true, of course, and such a view makes it much harder to tackle conflicts wherever we find them. I want to offer an antidote to this mood early on, in the hope that you will be encouraged to question any tendency to unexamined doom and gloom, whether it’s about global tensions or your prospects for tackling your own conflicts closer to home.

Amidst all our concerns about the future, we tend to forget that the last hundred years have seen scores of genuine improvements in people’s lives, all over the world. As recently as 1950, more than 25 per cent of children died before the age of five. Today the figure sits at 3.6 per cent. The figures on extreme poverty have also improved: those living on less than two US dollars a day now make up just 8.5 per cent of the world population. In the 1960s most of humanity was illiterate, now the global literacy rate stands at 90 per cent. There are new vaccines for breast cancer and new drugs to combat obesity. The Berlin Wall came down, the Apartheid regime in South Africa was finally dismantled and the Troubles in Northern Ireland were brought to an end.

Having just made the optimistic case I also want to acknowledge that the moment we find ourselves in is a tense one. It’s not that our problems are worse than they were a hundred or fifty years ago, more that we are divided from one another and isolated in our own stories. Facebook, WhatsApp and TikTok allow us to share information and keep in touch with family and friends, in real time and for free, across continents and oceans. But as numerous commentators have pointed out, these are not neutral spaces offered up to facilitate connection. They have been created to secure our attention at all costs, via algorithms that lure us in and keep us psychologically hooked while showcasing and feeding many of the less attractive aspects of human behaviour. In his book, Nexus: A Brief History of Information Networks from the Stone Age to AI, historian and philosopher Yuval Noah Harari discusses the way social-media algorithms are engineered to provoke our darker behaviour. ‘If you press the greed, hate or fear button in a human mind, you grab the attention of that human and keep them glued to the screen.’

These ungoverned spaces are shaping our world views and our sense of identity while fuelling polarization and conflict. The more time we spend on social media, the easier it is to live in echo chambers, identifying with people who think like us rather than exploring a world of difference. The intensity of our interactions and the content favoured by the algorithms stimulate ever more extreme positions while diminishing the genuine exchange of ideas. We become less open to people who think differently and risk ending up living in parallel worlds of disagreement. We need to bridge the gap.

Many of us feel lonely. Human beings are inherently social creatures with a deep need to belong to a group, to feel safe and forge a sense of identity, but fewer of us feel embedded either in a family or the wider community. Family members spend more time in separate spaces, living a virtual life via their devices. Fewer people are congregating outside the home in communal spaces such as places of worship or the pub. These shared spaces have always facilitated friendships and allowed intergenerational relationships to bloom, connections to be made and trust to be built. They create the conditions in which people get to know one another. With the diminishing of these social relationships, conflict is more likely to dominate the public realm. This results in a spread of cynicism and suspicion of authority, more polarized thinking, a surge of populism in politics and increased conflict. In private it results in a deep sadness as we realize that we are losing our connection with loved ones and getting stuck in an abyss of mutual suspicion and hostility.

We may be struggling with some of the fallout of this moment, but it’s important to recognize that in other ways the conditions have become more favourable for the resolution of personal conflicts. Individuals have over the last fifty years become more open to discussing emotional and relational difficulties. There have always been miserable marriages and horrible work situations and pupils who were deeply unhappy at school – but today the tensions that would have been repressed in previous generations are allowed to come to the surface. We now live in a culture where people feel more able express their unhappiness and talk about abuse and trauma. There is widespread expectation for better relationships. The sad paradox is that many of us can identify what we want but do not know how to achieve it.

Why is conflict so difficult and distressing?

Some people seem to enjoy disagreements, saying they bring an energy to the relationship, but most of us don’t. When I am immersed in conflict, I feel a bodily exhaustion and a desire to disconnect and bury myself away. But I know I need to override these powerful feelings, click my brain in and remember that these emotions are only temporary. I don’t like going to bed having fallen out, particularly with my partner or children, so I send them a quick message expressing my love and saying I know we will sort things out soon. This allows me to sleep and feel more able to tackle the disagreement from a positive place the next day.

While I believe that we are all capable of building better relationships by tackling conflict in a healthy way, it’s important to acknowledge that this is not an easy task for anyone. It’s not that you are bad at dealing with conflict, more that conflict is hard to deal with. If we can investigate the specifics of how and why it’s difficult, that will help us to identify the areas we need to tackle.

Conflict is painful and clouds our judgement

On a basic and crucial level, conflict stirs up our emotions and fills us with painful feelings that make it difficult for us to think clearly. It can stimulate deep rage, provoking us to want to hit out and make the other person suffer, as well as guilt, shame, humiliation and fear. Some of these feelings might well be tied to painful memories. The worry that we will no longer be loved if we fight can tap into a deep fear of abandonment. Whatever the emotion, the sensations can be unpleasant, from a tense jaw or a knotted stomach to the cold shutdown of anxiety.

As well as the suffering that comes with strong negative emotions, there is also the impact on our judgement. Whether a conflict is making us angry or scared, these feelings throw our cognitive system into survival mode. It becomes impossible to think calmly about what might serve our interests. Rational thinking eludes us. If we initiate a fight or react to what feels like an attack when we are full of emotion, we may regret it later. One important skill which we will be examining in depth in the first part of the book and then reinforcing throughout, is emotional regulation. How can you soothe those feelings, calm your mind and pause for a millisecond so that you have more control and more choices as to how you respond? The process begins by paying attention to what the body is trying to tell you, via your emotions.

Conflict unsettles us by making us look at ourselves

Conflict confuses us, exposing the limits of our self-knowledge and understanding of the other person. It can end up posing a series of difficult questions. What are we so triggered by? What are we really fighting about? What do we want? What can we not accept?

It can be frightening to realize that we don’t know the answers to these questions, and yet immensely helpful if it sets us off to investigate. The current interaction may not be the real trigger, for example, more a catalyst connecting us to a disturbing experience in the past. If we can understand the seeds of these intense feelings, this can enable their intensity to subside.

We will look at beliefs about conflict, people’s different conflict styles, and identifying your values and boundaries. This preparation work will help you to feel less confused and more stable as we move through the book considering conflict in different settings.

We fear that engaging in conflict will make everything worse

Conflict is also difficult because, typically, we believe it’s a sign of things getting worse, not better. We fear that it will separate us from people we love and care about, isolating us, deepening our differences and making it harder to have the relationships we want. This can be compounded by the fear that our conflicts would in any case be too painful, too complicated, too messy and take too much time to sort out. So we allow them to go underground where they simmer, awaiting an eventual explosion that may come too late to allow for recovery. As our fears and differences compound, we get caught up in a cycle of aggression and defence, cause and effect, that over time can become our habitual way of interacting. We end up in a conflictual dynamic, speaking the language of conflict rather than connection.

The strategies we will be exploring to tackle this fear and to shift our beliefs revolve around getting into the mind of the other, careful listening, improved communication and learning how to tolerate and manage different opinions.

What might help?

There are many ways we can tackle our disagreements more carefully and lots of tools we can learn to use, but they all fall into a few broad categories:


	working on our emotional intelligence and emotional regulation

	shifting our mindset and beliefs about conflict

	and practising being more considered in our communication.



Being curious about the situation, the other person and ourselves slows down judgement and puts the brakes on habitual responses. Asking questions, in good faith, with as open a mind as you can muster, will set you on the path to learning something new and creating opportunities for connection rather than hostility. Sometimes the answers will be hard to hear; sometimes the questions will feel hard to ask. That’s probably a good sign.

Is emotional intelligence the answer?

Social norms relating to how we communicate about our emotions have shifted over the last twenty years. Many of us are increasingly comfortable with finding words to express feelings and are less inclined to repress them. This is a healthy development, but it occasionally has unforeseen consequences. This openness has led some people to feel entitled to express their feelings about everything, which has created an environment in which some people speak too much about emotions while others still do not speak enough.

We also need to recognize that while our emotions are important sources of information, they are not more important than any other aspect of ourselves (or more important than anyone else’s). Just as it is unhelpful to suppress or ignore them, it is also unhelpful to enthrone them or follow them blindly. There is a danger in assuming that if we feel something, it must be true. Real emotional intelligence comes with putting on our thinking cap and trying to get to the bottom of our feelings. That’s why asking questions is very helpful. Is what you’re feeling a response to something that is happening now? Is there something in your personal or family histories that might trigger intense emotions? Are you giving too much weight to what you feel, or not enough?

Emotions are a vital component of who we are as well as drivers of conflict. Emotional intelligence and regulation are the bedrock of handling disagreements more delicately, which is why we will spend a whole chapter on working with them. But emotions are also complicated. They, like language, can be weaponized. They are transitory by their very nature. They come and go, so leaping on every passing feeling is exhausting and can lead us into trouble. There are times when words are not necessary and quiet silence can be a healer: as time passes the mood changes, and nothing needs to be said.

Are you as open-minded (or kind) as you think you are?

We often think of ourselves as open-minded and tolerant but struggle to accommodate other people’s different opinions, beliefs and ways of seeing the world. Many of us identify with liberal values, which are essentially about tolerance, but we are sometimes illiberal in our thinking. We pass early judgement and our minds are made up in advance of any encounter. If you are a Democrat in the US, for example, you might have decided that Trump supporters are ill-educated, have a victim psychology and do not believe in democracy. In 2022, the Pew Research Center found that 59 per cent of Democrats judge someone as good or bad partly or wholly on the basis of their political support, compared with 40 per cent of Republicans.

Reality is more complex than such thinking admits. Donald Trump himself is a man of surprises. After the 2025 New York mayoral elections, he met with newly elected mayor Zohran Mamdani, who had previously called him ‘a despot’. Trump, meanwhile, had labelled Mamdani ‘a communist lunatic’. The meeting was expected to be contentious but both men showed their political and emotional intelligence. At the press briefing afterwards, Mamdani said, ‘I know there might be differences about ideology, but the place of agreement is the work that needs to be done to make New York City affordable, and that’s what I look forward to.’ Trump reciprocated with warm words. ‘I feel very confident that he can do a very good job. I think he’s going to surprise some conservative people, actually.’ They seemed to have decided to creatively sidestep their differences to focus on shared ambitions for economic security. (Being close-minded and judgemental is by no means confined to people who identify as liberal, of course. It’s just that the tension between stated values and practice makes it noticeable to observers.)

Not only are we sometimes less open-minded than we like to think, we can also be less than generous towards those with whom we disagree. It takes self-knowledge and a dose of humility to recognize that ‘we’re all annoying and few of us are saints’ applies to us personally, as well as everyone else. Rather than being honest about this and compassionate towards our flawed selves, the more familiar position is to go on the offensive. We may enjoy feeling contemptuous and superior. Sometimes, our immediate instinct might even be to humiliate the other person. Have you ever felt a surge of pleasure when you’ve seen the other person look like the weaker party? When an argument is at its height there is an excitement that can sap our motivation to find reconciliation, but these pleasures do not last, and most likely the party who has been weakened will hit back. Regret is likely to last far longer than any temporary energy surge. We will have done little to resolve our disagreements until we are prepared to explore solutions in which both parties have restored their dignity and self-respect.

Do you want to win the argument or resolve it?

Sometimes we don’t want to resolve a tension; we want to win a fight. We don’t want to understand the other person’s perspective or




Pay full attention to the other



Express love as an antidote to conflict




Learn to manage our radical differences








The opposite of conflict is connection
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