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“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll meet you there.”

—Sufi poet Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi, 13th century








glossary


	Confirmation bias.

	The human tendency to interpret new information as confirmation of one’s preexisting beliefs.

	Conflict entrepreneurs.

	People who exploit high conflict for their own ends.

	Conflict trap.

	A conflict that becomes magnetic, pulling people in despite their own best interests. Characteristic of high conflict.

	Contact theory.

	The idea that people from different groups will, under certain conditions, tend to become less prejudiced toward one another after spending time together.

	Crock pot.

	A shorthand term for the issue that a conflict appears to be about, on the surface, when it is really about something else.

	Cyberball.

	A simple online ball-tossing game created by researchers to study the effect of social exclusion.

	Fire starters.

	Accelerants that lead conflict to explode in violence, including group identities, conflict entrepreneurs, humiliation, and corruption.

	Fourth way.

	A way to go through conflict that’s more satisfying than running away, fighting, or staying silent, the three usual paths. Leaning into the conflict.

	Good conflict.

	Friction that can be serious and intense but leads somewhere useful. Does not collapse into dehumanization. Also known as healthy conflict.

	High conflict.

	A conflict that becomes self-perpetuating and all-consuming, in which almost everyone ends up worse off. Typically an us-versus-them conflict.

	Humiliation.

	A forced and public degradation; an unjustified loss of dignity, pride, or status. Can lead to high conflict and violence.

	Idiot-driver reflex.

	The human tendency to blame other people’s behavior on their intrinsic character flaws—and attribute our own behavior to the circumstances we find ourselves in. Also known as the fundamental attribution error.


	Illusion of communication.

	The extremely common and mistaken belief that we have communicated something, when we have not.

	La Brea Tar Pits.

	A place in Los Angeles where natural asphalt has bubbled up from below the ground’s surface since the last Ice Age. A metaphor for high conflict.

	Looping for understanding.

	An iterative, active listening technique in which the person listening reflects back what the person talking seems to have said—and checks to see if the summary was right. Developed by Gary Friedman and Jack Himmelstein and detailed in their book Challenging Conflict.


	Magic ratio.

	When the number of everyday positive interactions between people significantly outweighs the number of negative, creating a buffer that helps keep conflict healthy. (In marriage, for example, the magic ratio is 5 to 1, according to research by psychologists Julie and John Gottman.)

	Paradox No. 1 of High Conflict.

	We are animated by high conflict, and also haunted by it. We want it to end, and we want it to continue.

	Paradox No. 2 of High Conflict.

	Groups bring obligations, including the duty to harm—or, at other times, the obligation to do no harm, to make peace.

	Paradox No. 3 of High Conflict.

	No one will change in the ways you want them to until they believe you understand and accept them for who they are right now. (And sometimes not even then.)

	Power of the binary.

	The dangerous reduction of realities or choices into just two. For example: Black and White, good and evil, Democrat and Republican.

	Saturation point.

	The point in a conflict where the losses seem heavier than the gains; an opportunity for a shift.

	Telling.

	The use of superficial shortcuts (like clothing or hair color) to quickly figure out who belongs to which group in a given conflict. A term used in Northern Ireland.

	Understory.

	The thing the conflict is really about, underneath the usual talking points (see Crock pot).








principal characters

oxford, england


Mark Lynas. Environmentalist and author. Formerly an activist against genetically modified crops.



muir beach, california


Gary Friedman. Conflict mediator, author, and former trial lawyer. Ran for local office in his town of Muir Beach, California.

Tanya. Labor organizer, author, and neighbor of Gary’s. Served as Gary’s political strategist in his campaign.

Hugh. Businessperson, current and former board member, and neighbor of Gary’s. Member of the “Old Guard” in Gary’s conflict.
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chicago, illinois


Curtis Toler. Violence interrupter, actor, and a former leader in the Black P Stone gang.

Benji Wilson. A star high school basketball player in Chicago in the 1980s.

Billy Moore. Violence interrupter, author, and a former member of the Gangster Disciples, a rival gang to the Black P Stones.



bogotá and medellín, colombia


Sandra Milena Vera Bustos. Social justice advocate and former guerrilla fighter. Voluntarily exited Colombia’s civil war.

Diego. A police officer and old friend of Sandra’s, who accompanied her on the day she turned herself in.

Juan Pablo Aparicio. A graduate student who investigated whether soccer-related propaganda helped to nudge people out of high conflict in Colombia.



new york city, new york


José Rolando “Roly” Matalon. The senior rabbi at the Manhattan synagogue B’nai Jeshurun, known as “BJ” to its members.

Caleb Follett. A conservative, Christian corrections officer who lives in central Michigan.

Martha Ackelsberg. A liberal, Jewish academic who lives in New York City.
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Police arrest protesters raiding a field of genetically modified crops outside Oxford, England, in 1999. Nick Cobbing



As a rule, Mark Lynas did not enjoy upsetting people. He liked to read history books and play ultimate frisbee. He had a job editing a small charity network website. The son of a scientist, he was passionate about protecting the environment. But he preferred to write his arguments rather than scream them.

And yet, one night in 1999, Mark found himself trespassing on a farm near his home in the east of England, dressed all in black, carrying a machete. It felt like the absolutely right thing to do to bring that machete down hard, cracking through one healthy corn stalk after another.

He worked methodically, thrashing his machete up one row and down the other, taking care to avoid hitting his fellow activists. The air smelled of moist soil and freshly ruptured roots. He stopped to adjust his glasses every so often.

It had started, as these things do, quite reasonably. A few years earlier, Mark had attended a get-together of young environmentalists like himself in a seaside town in England. There he’d learned about something called “genetic engineering.” A giant chemical company named Monsanto had begun altering the DNA of seeds in order to grow better crops. It sounded fairly creepy to Mark. Why would they do such a thing?

For profit, of course. Their new, bioengineered plants had a superpower. They could survive the application of Monsanto’s own noxious weed killer, known as Roundup.

Mark leaned forward. Was he hearing this right? Monsanto was the same company, he learned, that had helped manufacture Agent Orange, a mixture of toxic weed killers that the U.S. military had used during the Vietnam War. Now the company was apparently creating an entire ecosystem in which only its own sci-fi seeds could survive the storm of poison to come.

Hearing this, Mark recognized a pattern. This was around the same time as the controversy over mad cow disease was roiling England. Thousands of cows had gotten sick with a fatal brain infection. For years, British officials had insisted there was no evidence humans could be harmed by contaminated beef. Everything was fine! Carry on! But then, it turned out, they’d been totally wrong. A human variant of the disease did seem to be linked to the beef products. The government was forced to recant. Eventually, more than two hundred people would die.

It was proof that the government could not be trusted, not when it came to protecting the public against huge corporations. And now, it seemed, it was happening all over again. A giant multinational company was meddling in the food supply, playing God with nature.

The more Mark learned, the more outraged he got. He had to do something. So he wrote a screed, one of the first-ever articles warning of the danger of genetically modified crops. “In the great global genetic experiment, which is being pursued by chemical and food multinationals in their search for greater profit, we—the consumers—are the guinea pigs,” he wrote in Corporate Watch magazine. He warned that if companies “win their battle to force us to accept genetically engineered produce… the course of life on planet earth may be changed forever.”

The threat was existential and urgent. “These are dangerous times ahead.” The piece was compelling, and it got people talking. So he wrote another and another. Then he started participating in “decontaminations,” like the one on the field that night.

Later, Mark would wonder when he’d started missing things. It wasn’t right away, he knew. He’d had good reason to be suspicious of Monsanto. But somewhere along the way, he’d started making mistakes. It was astonishing really, looking back on it. But that was later.

The police appeared suddenly across the open field that night. Mark dropped to the ground, heart hammering in his chest. This had not happened to him before. The beams of their flashlights arced across the field. He could hear the pop and static of their radios and, as they got closer, the panting and whimpering of their dogs. Lying there, he remembered something he’d heard about police dogs. That they are trained to bite and not let go. He hoped it was not true.

It occurred to him then how strange it all was. “I’m quite law abiding. You know, I wear glasses. I don’t want to get hit in the face with a truncheon. I’m not really into confrontational situations at all.” And yet here he was, spectacles pressed into the freshly turned soil, hunted by dogs.


high conflict

This is a book about the mysterious force that incites people to lose their minds in ideological disputes, political feuds, or gang vendettas. The force that causes us to lie awake at night, obsessed by a conflict with a coworker or a sibling or a politician we’ve never met.

High conflict is different from the useful friction of healthy conflict. That’s good conflict, and it’s a force that pushes us to be better people. Good conflict is not the same thing as forgiveness. It has nothing to do with surrender. It can be stressful and heated, but our dignity remains intact. Good conflict does not collapse into caricature. We remain open to the reality that none of us has all the answers to everything all the time, and that we are all connected. We need healthy conflict in order to defend ourselves, to understand each other and to improve. These days, we need much more of it, not less.

High conflict, by contrast, is what happens when conflict clarifies into a good-versus-evil kind of feud, the kind with an us and a them.

In high conflict, the normal rules of engagement no longer apply. In this state, each encounter with the other side, whether literal or virtual, becomes more charged. The brain behaves differently. We feel increasingly certain of our own superiority and, at the same time, more and more mystified by the other side. When we encounter them, in person or on a cable news channel, we might feel a tightening in our chest, a dread mixed with rage, as we listen to whatever insane, misguided, dangerous thing the other side says.

Both sides often feel this same emotion, interestingly, although they don’t discuss it with each other. Whatever we do to try to end the conflict—calling someone out on social media or complaining to HR about an obnoxious coworker—only makes things worse.

Some people are more susceptible to high conflict than others. They are what therapists call “high conflict personalities.” These people are quick to blame, certain they are right, always on guard. Most of us know someone like this. Someone for whom the fault lines are clear and always lead away from themselves. Most of us are not like this. Most of us try to avoid high conflict whenever possible. This avoidance brings its own problems, as we’ll see.

Eventually, high conflict affects all of us, one way or another. Either we get drawn into high conflict ourselves, or we watch people or communities we care about get trapped by it, sometimes for generations.

Again and again, in research spanning different continents, people in high conflict explain their frustrations as a justifiable response to the other side’s initial aggression. Regardless of the facts, both sides are convinced they are reacting defensively—somehow. They find themselves returning to the feud over and over, itemizing the indignities, tending to it like a fire.

How does this happen? In theory, most people appreciate the danger of demonizing their siblings or neighbors. Very few of us actually want to live in perpetual tension with other people. So why do we continue to do it? Why can’t we get back to good conflict, even when we want to?

That is the first mystery of this book, which begins in a paradise on the coast of Northern California. Here, we meet Gary Friedman, a world-renowned conflict expert who decides to enter local politics, in hopes of changing it for the better.

We start small, focusing on a conflict that escalated quietly in an unexpected place, to understand the layers of this phenomenon. Us-versus-them conflict is rarely about what it seems to be about. It has an understory, which is the most interesting part. The corn plants are never just corn plants.

Then we’ll investigate how conflicts explode. Why do some conflicts ignite, becoming violent and lasting for generations while others just simmer or fade away altogether? We’ll meet Curtis Toler, a former gang leader who spent years transfixed by a vendetta in Chicago, to learn about the four accelerants that inflame conflict, all over the world.

The goal is to understand high conflict better, so we can see it coming—and help ourselves or other people shift out of it, if we want to. Which leads to the most interesting mystery of all.

People do escape high conflict. Individuals—even entire communities—find ways to short-circuit the feedback loops of conflict. They don’t suddenly agree, and this is important: they don’t surrender their beliefs. Nor do they defect, switching from one position to the opposite extreme.

Instead, they do something much more interesting: they become capable of comprehending that with which they still disagree. Like someone who learns a second language, they start to hear the other side without compromising their own beliefs. And that changes everything. Curiosity returns. Humanity revives. IQs go back up. Conflict becomes necessary and good, instead of just draining.

How does this happen—this shift from high conflict to healthy conflict? What are the patterns? What needs to happen first, second, and third? And can the process be nudged along?

Can entire towns or even countries prevent or disrupt high conflict, at scale? To find out, we’ll go to Bogotá, Colombia, to meet Sandra Milena Vera Bustos, a guerrilla fighter who chose to take a formal, legal, and optional path out of civil war—and who understands what needs to happen to help many thousands of other people make that journey.

Finally, we’ll see what it looks like to inoculate a place against high conflict from the beginning. We’ll return to the United States, to an unusual synagogue just outside of Central Park in New York City. This congregation learns to handle conflict differently, investigating it with curiosity and conviction, even when it’s deeply uncomfortable. We will follow along as a group of liberal Jews travel from this synagogue to rural Michigan and spend three days in the homes of conservative Trump supporters who work in their local prisons. It is a bewildering and provocative scene: two groups going against most of their instincts to try to make political conflict healthy again, instead of high.

This phenomenon of high conflict is fascinating and misunderstood. If we don’t learn to recognize, navigate, and even prevent it, we will all be in its thrall, sooner or later. As we’ll see, we can get so mesmerized by high conflict that we don’t realize we have somehow started fighting on the wrong side—against our own cause. We can end up sacrificing what we most treasure.

the invisible hand

I grew up around a fair amount of conflict. It wasn’t extreme. I got plenty of food, love, and second chances. But my mom struggled with bouts of depression and anxiety, and she reverted to anger and blame when she felt threatened, which was often.

So I spent a lot of time sitting on the stairs of our New Jersey home, drawing shapes with my index finger into the moss-green 1980s carpet, listening to my parents fight. I’d listen for content but mostly for tone. My father was plenty culpable, too, of course, but all I could hear from upstairs was my mother’s voice. As it got higher and louder, my stomach would fill with dread.

My brother closed his bedroom door and played with his Star Wars action figures when this happened. A wise move. But back then, I wanted to listen. For some reason, it felt important to monitor what was happening, to surveil the conflict. Maybe I thought it would help me predict what was going to happen next, or even prevent it.

As I got older, I found a way to witness conflict for a living. As a journalist for Time magazine, I covered crime, disasters, terrorism, all manner of human misery. Then I covered education, which, despite all the pretty talk of children and learning, is its own high conflict in America. (Out of all the hate mail I’ve received, the only person who’s ever called me the c-word was a teacher responding to a story I’d written on education reform.)

There was a strange kind of comfort in this role. Subconsciously, I was still that kid, believing that I could somehow protect myself and everyone else by chronicling conflict, never letting it out of my sight.

After the 2016 U.S. presidential election, I had to admit my master plan had failed. I couldn’t predict conflict. I couldn’t even understand it. Not even in my own country. How could so many people be perceiving the world so differently, with such utter conviction? Half of Democrats and Republicans saw members of the opposing party as not just ill-informed but actually frightening. Even as Americans continued to agree on many policy matters, we began to dehumanize one another based on our political affinities. By some estimates, 38 million Americans stopped talking to a family member or friend because of that election.

It felt like curiosity was dead. What was the point of telling stories in such a time? Of painstakingly reporting and fact-checking every detail, only to be speaking to the same shrinking choir of partisans? Two out of three Americans said they didn’t really trust the news media to report the news fully, accurately, and fairly. Many actively avoided the news, because it was so depressing. Others were addicted to it, because it was so enraging.

For a while, I blamed America’s unique pathologies. Maybe our history of racism, combined with extreme economic inequality, had created a perfect storm of political polarization. That was part of the answer. But looking around, it was plain to see that these problems weren’t limited to America.

In other countries, people were storming out of family dinners because of differences over refugees or Brexit or fuel prices. In Argentina, nine out of ten people said their country was very or fairly divided. In Norway and Denmark, there was a major schism over how to handle wild wolves. In New Zealand, it was cats (yes, cats!). Half of Europeans said their society was less tolerant than it was a decade ago. “We are experiencing permanent indignation, a kind of social rage,” Frank-Walter Steinmeier, the president of Germany, said. “Germany does not talk. Germany shouts and screams.”

Surely the explanation had something to do with YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, which fueled endless conflict loops by design. And media sensationalism, which converted outrage into profit. Attention economies rewarded our worst instincts, at a massive scale. On TV and online, we were greeted by a chorus of trolls, goading us on, hissing that we were right.

All of this mattered. But none of these explanations felt quite adequate. There were lots of people who weren’t spending much time on social media but were still at each other’s throats. Something else was happening, too. Something that had not been named.

So I tried to find what I’d missed. I spent time with people who have worked on raging conflicts of other kinds, in other places, from Rwanda to Colombia to Israel. I completed eighty hours of conflict mediation training, focused on interpersonal conflicts like divorce, and workplace and custody battles. I started to see how similarly people behave in very different conflicts.

Five years later, here is what I’ve learned. Lots of forces got us to this place, most of which you know about already. Automation, globalization, badly regulated markets, and rapid social change have caused waves of anxiety and suspicion. That fear makes it easy for leaders, pundits, and platforms to exploit our most reliable social fissures, including prejudices of all kinds.

But there is another invisible force that, like gravity, exerts its pull on everything else. When conflict escalates past a certain point, the conflict itself takes charge. The original facts and forces that led to the dispute fade into the background. The us-versus-them dynamic takes over. Actual differences of opinion on health care policy or immigration stop mattering, and the conflict becomes its own reality. High conflict is the invisible hand of our time.
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Postcard of the swimming pool at Oak Park, in Montgomery, Alabama. Alabama Department of Archives and History




closed

In the 1930s, the city of Montgomery, Alabama, built a public recreational facility called Oak Park. It featured a large swimming pool with a modern filtration system and a smaller wading pool for little children. There were six clay tennis courts and a merry-go-round. They even built a zoo, complete with a bear, alligators, and monkeys. It was a municipal wonderland.

But there was an us and a them in Montgomery and all over the United States, a high conflict that dated back hundreds of years. Oak Park was for White people only.

One fall day in 1957, a young Black man named Mark Gilmore took a shortcut home from work through Oak Park. He got arrested for violating the segregation policy. When he challenged the policy in court, a federal judge ruled that the city’s Whites-only policy was unconstitutional. All the citizens had paid for the park to be built, including Black taxpayers, and so it had to be open to all.

It was a huge victory for equality and justice, or so it seemed. But what happened next? Instead of integrating, the city shuttered all of its parks. If White people couldn’t swim without Blacks, then no one could swim at all. The Oak Park pools were drained and filled with dirt; the bear, alligators, and monkeys given away or sold. The pools have never been reopened. Everyone lost, Black and White.

This is a sure sign of high conflict. Every attempt to make things better seems to make it worse. The losses accumulate.

Good conflict is vital. Life would be much worse without it. It’s a lot like fire. We need some heat to survive—to illuminate what we’ve gotten wrong and protect ourselves from predators. We need turbulent city council meetings, strained date-night dinners, protests and strikes, clashes in boardrooms and guidance counselor offices. People who try to live without any conflict, who never argue or mourn, tend to implode sooner or later, as any psychologist will tell you. Living without conflict is like living without love: cold and, eventually, unbearable. But if conflict shifts into high conflict, it can burn down the whole damn house. The distinction matters.

I’d spent my life monitoring conflict, but like most journalists, I was missing the understory, the most interesting part. It was a revelation. I started to see that political polarization is not its own special category of problem. People behave very similarly in all kinds of high conflict, from neighborhood feuds to divorce courts to labor strikes.

High conflicts are magnetic. Until we understand this, our differences will feel bigger and more inevitable than they are. Wicked feuds have a way of luring us in, driving us to act in ways that go against our own best interests. We’ve all felt this at some level. Once we’re drawn into a conflict like this, our field of vision narrows. Matters become very clear, too clear. We think we are acting on our own volition—making judgments based on hard facts and deeply held values. But are we?

doubt

That dark night in England, the police dogs did not find Mark lying in the field. He made a run for it, just in time, sprinting over a barbed wire fence to a nearby field, where he hid in the undergrowth until dawn.

So he carried on, campaigning against genetically modified crops in all kinds of creative ways. In 2001, Mark walked into a Borders bookstore in Oxford and threw a supermarket sponge cake into the face of a Danish statistics professor with whom he disagreed. The professor was promoting his book, in which he detailed why he’d abandoned some of his more extreme views on the environment.

“That’s for everything you say about the environment which is complete bullshit!” Mark yelled, in an unnaturally high voice.

It was all very awkward. Not at all like he’d imagined. The statistics professor quietly wiped the whipped cream from his face. The audience, waiting for the reading to begin, stared at Mark, confused. He paced back and forth by the book-signing table, wondering why no security guard had arrived to haul him away. He had not planned to give a speech, so he improvised.

“That’s for lying about climate change,” he said. “That’s what you deserve for being smug about everything to do with the environment.”

He was finally escorted out a few moments later, which came as a relief. He felt embarrassed. Confrontation just wasn’t his kind of thing. But he still believed he was fighting the good fight.

And it was working! As the years went by, his side registered a series of stunning victories. Governments in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Australia banned most genetically modified crops, persuaded by the arguments of environmentalists like him. It was one of the most impactful leftist opposition campaigns in his lifetime.

And yet. Every now and then, Mark would experience a tremor of doubt. One day, rioting broke out at protests he’d helped organize in London. Windows were smashed. Nine police officers were injured. Afterward, as his fellow activists celebrated at a pub, he felt sick to his stomach.

These moments crept up on him suddenly, like vertigo. He was in this fight in order to protect the environment and help the most vulnerable among us. He was standing up to big corporations, rightly demanding that they be held accountable. And yet, something else was happening, too.

In 2002, a severe drought and famine spread across Africa. Millions of people went hungry. But the government of Zambia turned away all imports of genetically modified corn, citing the alleged dangers of the food. Zambians had been eating this same kind of corn for years. So had Americans. But now, when it was needed most, the corn was deemed impure. In thrall to high conflict, Mark and his fellow activists had helped turn much of the world against genetically modified crops, based on very little scientific evidence, and now people were dying.

“Simply because my people are hungry, that is no justification to give them poison, to give them food that is intrinsically dangerous to their health,” Zambian president Levy Mwanawasa said. The United Nations World Food Program began removing the food aid it had delivered. It was a tragedy layered on top of a catastrophe. Zambian leaders’ distrust of foreign aid had long and complicated roots, but the crusading of activists like Mark was making a terrible situation worse.

For years, Mark managed to avoid reckoning with his doubts. Humans are very good at this. When new scientific studies came out showing that genetically modified food could be safe and even lifesaving, there was always a reason to dismiss them. It wasn’t hard.

Until it was.

the world as it is

Let’s just acknowledge that high conflict can be useful. It feels good. It gives life meaning. But these days, high conflict has reached the upper limit of its usefulness. Again and again, the problems we face as a civilization seem to be made worse—not better—by high conflict.

The challenge of our time is to mobilize great masses of people to make change without dehumanizing one another. Not just because it’s morally right but because it works. Lasting change, the kind that seeps into people’s hearts, has only ever come about through a combination of pressure and good conflict. Both matter. That’s why, over the course of history, nonviolent movements have been more than twice as likely to succeed as violent ones.

High conflict is not always violent, but it is extremely flammable. It can easily tip into violence, which leads the opposition to respond with more violence, in an ever-escalating spiral of harm. Very quickly, the most helpful people flee the scene, and the extremists take over.

Any modern movement that cultivates us-versus-them thinking tends to destroy itself from the inside, with or without violence. High conflict is intolerant of difference. A culture that sorts the world into good and evil is by definition small and confining. It prevents people from working together in large numbers to grapple with hard problems.

The coronavirus pandemic drove this lesson home like a jackhammer. On December 31, 2019, Chinese health officials reported a cluster of pneumonia cases in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, to the World Health Organization. Two weeks later, a Washington State resident returned to America from Wuhan, arriving at the airport with no symptoms at all. Four days after that, he sought medical attention for what turned out to be Covid-19. Meanwhile, Chinese authorities downplayed the severity of the threat to the public, and the World Health Organization repeatedly assured the world that the situation was under control.

In New York, the first official Covid-19 positive test was announced on March 1, 2020. But the virus had been spreading silently through the city for weeks, if not months, largely through travelers from Europe—not China. Before that first positive test, an estimated eleven thousand New Yorkers may have already contracted the virus.

By the end of April, the global economy had shuddered to halt, and over 26 million Americans had filed for unemployment benefits. At that point, more than three million people were confirmed to have been infected with the virus worldwide.

Overnight, the human species was threatened by a common enemy, a new, wickedly contagious virus. It was an unprecedented opportunity to link arms with one another, regardless of party affiliation, race, or citizenship.

Most people did exactly that, all over the world, even in hyperpolarized nations. In late March, 90 percent of Americans said they believed that “we’re all in it together,” up from 63 percent in the fall of 2018. The U.S. Senate passed a massive federal stimulus bill by a vote of 96 to 0, a consensus that would have been unimaginable just a month earlier.

People are wired to sort the world into us and them, but we are also wired to expand our definition of us, under certain conditions. Big shocks like a pandemic can make us encompass the entire world, overnight.

But high conflict is magnetic. It is very hard to resist, especially for people who have, in the past, found great meaning, camaraderie, and power in perpetuating high conflict. In India, a majority Hindu country, news outlets began blaming Muslims for spreading the coronavirus after an early outbreak was traced back to an Islamic missionary gathering. “Coronajihad” started trending on Twitter.

In the United States, President Donald Trump blamed China, correctly criticizing Chinese authorities for suppressing information about the virus in the beginning of the outbreak. Then he blamed the World Health Organization, declaring that the U.S. would withdraw funding and cut ties to the organization because of its slowness to react to the pandemic. Here again, he had a point. The World Health Organization had made mistakes and should be held accountable.

But a pandemic is a global emergency. Managing it requires collaboration. Blame is self-defeating. Cutting funding to the world’s only central fire department in the middle of a rip-roaring nine-alarm fire made a terrible situation a little worse. Suddenly essential workers at the World Health Organization and the White House were managing politics instead of public health.

Meanwhile, thousands of American schools reopened—or stayed shuttered—based on politics, not science. Children and families suffered unnecessarily. People died who did not have to die. The habits of high conflict are hard to break. But they self-destruct in the modern world, where there are few bright lines dividing us and them. Today, an outbreak can travel from a remote village to any major city in the world in less than a day and a half. Between 1980 and 2013, there were 12,012 recorded outbreaks of infectious diseases, affecting 44 million people and nearly every country in the world. That was all before the coronavirus pandemic. Over half of the world’s population now lives in dense, urban cities, making it easy for viruses to spread. And the globalized economy has captured us like a spiderweb, intertwining our financial futures, even if we manage to protect our physical health.

“Rivalries and hatreds between groups are nothing new,” the psychologist Gordon Allport wrote in the 1954 preface to his classic book The Nature of Prejudice. “What is new is the fact that technology has brought these groups too close together for comfort.… We have not yet learned how to adjust to our new mental and moral proximity.”

We are all connected. We have to adapt. This is the central challenge of our time. To create institutions and societies designed for healthy conflict, not high conflict. Built to respond to problems without collapsing into dehumanization. We know this is possible because people have done it, in big and small ways, all over the planet, as we’ll see.

On May 25, 2020, a forty-six-year-old Black man named George Floyd was killed by a White Minneapolis police officer, who knelt on Floyd’s neck for almost nine minutes, even as Floyd said repeatedly that he could not breathe. The killing, much of which was captured on video, sparked protests across Minneapolis and around the world. The scale of the response created a historic opening for serious conversations about race and justice and major policy changes. In many places, the conflict was intense but healthy.

But not everywhere. In some places, people committed acts of violence against the police and against one another. Police officers and federal agents used tear gas and weapons on peaceful demonstrators in some cities. Certain politicians demonized protesters, and some activists vilified the police, generalizing wildly and unfairly. At least a dozen additional Americans died in the unrest, most from gunshot wounds. The violence led people to come up with justifications for more violence in response. Which is what usually happens in high conflict.

Then came the 2020 election and the storming of the Capitol by a mob of Trump supporters on January 6, 2021. It was hard to predict if the country, battered by division and disease, would unite under a new administration. Or if the high conflict would continue as before, each cycle of violence and dehumanization leading to another.
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an escape

One summer day in 2008, The Guardian asked Mark Lynas to write a quick piece attacking genetically modified crops, as he’d done many times before. In under an hour, he knocked off a story warning that genetically modified superweeds, bacteria, or viruses could “run rampant and breed,” contaminating other fields. It was an argument he’d made before.

But after the piece appeared, something strange happened. He glanced at the comments underneath, and he felt unsettled. One person complained that Mark lacked “any kind of scientific knowledge and understanding.” The criticism stung in a way it hadn’t in the past.

So Mark decided to defend himself. He began searching around for empirical evidence backing up his argument. He clicked through page after page, scanning journal articles and books. He scrolled and scrolled, his heart rate rising. He could not find anything credible. The scientific evidence to date did not support his fears and long-standing claims. To the contrary, what he saw was a pretty clear consensus in the opposite direction.

Genetically modified crops could, in some cases, benefit the environment and alleviate suffering. They didn’t require as much pesticide, because they were bred to be resistant to pests. In countries that used genetically modified crops, pesticide use had declined by about 30 percent. Thirty percent. That’s a huge decrease.

Nothing was simple. Monsanto and other companies had made mistakes. They could have done a much better job introducing their genetically modified crops. But rather than wrecking the planet, these crops could help save it. With the best of intentions, Mark had worked to block immense progress from happening across Africa and Europe, for years.

He sat back in his seat, feeling suddenly warm. The realization was physical, not just intellectual, like leaning over an abyss. “A crack had opened up in my worldview, and I didn’t know what I would find on the other side.”

Many people had accused Mark of ignoring the science before. He’d debated scientists and rejected their arguments for years. There were no new facts in this scenario. So why did this time feel different?

A series of experiences had shifted Mark’s loyalties and opened his mind, as we’ll see. He could not easily close it again. Five years later, Mark stood up before thousands of farmers at a conference in England and gave a speech no one there would ever forget.

“Now my lords, ladies and gentlemen, I want to start with some apologies,” he said. “For the record, here and upfront, I want to apologize for having spent several years ripping up GM [genetically modified] crops.”

He’d written down every word of the speech in advance, knowing he’d be nervous. He looked up through his glasses every ten seconds or so to make eye contact with the audience.

“I am also sorry,” he went on, “that I assisted in demonizing an important technological option which can and should be used to benefit the environment.”

This was not a defection. Mark remained obsessed with fighting climate change and exploitive corporations. “It wasn’t that I’d stopped believing in climate change,” he told me. “It was that I started realizing that what we were doing wasn’t working.” He wrote three books on climate change after giving this speech. But from that day onward, he told a more sophisticated and precise story. He continued to publicly criticize businesses and politicians, but he did it with less contempt. As he shifted out of high conflict, he became more effective, not less. He was no longer wasting so much time, fighting battles against people who wanted many of the same things he did.

There are other people like Mark, some of whom we’ll meet in this book. People who understand the lure of high conflict, the enormous toll it takes—and who appreciate what it takes to break free.

To thrive in the modern world, we need to understand how this happens. We need to step back from high conflict and marvel at its contours. Then we can recognize the way it warps our vision and imagine another way to live.

Wishing your opponent will finally see the light is a fool’s errand. It will only lead to heartbreak. Counting up the other side’s wrongs is a hobby that can last a lifetime. Obsessing over the next election is a delay tactic. Telling people to reject hate and choose love will not work. Because people swept up in high conflict do not think of themselves as full of hate, even if they are. They think of themselves as right.

Hate is an important emotion. But it’s a symptom; conflict is the cause. And high conflict is a system, not a feeling.






part I into conflict







chapter 1 the understory of conflict



[image: Image]
Gary Friedman. Laurie Phuong Ertley



When they asked to meet with Gary Friedman, they didn’t say why. But Jay and Lorna were old friends, so Gary invited them to come by his law office in a leafy neighborhood in Northern California. They showed up at the appointed time and told him their news: they wanted to get divorced. And they wanted Gary to help them. Both of them, at once.

Gary was stunned. Not so much by their decision to get divorced; Gary knew they had been struggling. Jay had been having an affair. They had three young children and not enough steady income. All that Gary knew already. No, what surprised him the most was that they wanted him to be their lawyer. Their only lawyer.

“I could only represent one of you,” he said gently, looking back and forth between them.

Hearing this, Lorna’s face fell. Gary tried to explain: “To try to represent you both would result in a conflict of interest.” They were dear friends but for some reason he found it hard to talk to them that way in this moment.

“Although I support your desire to keep the divorce amicable, to fully protect your interests you really are going to need separate lawyers.” The more he talked, the less he liked himself.

“Even representing one of you would be hard to do, since I’m a friend to you both.”

Lorna interrupted him. “We don’t want you to take sides. We just want you to help us make decisions. Why can’t you just help us—and not be on either side?”

The truth is, it had never occurred to Gary that he could be on both sides—or neither side. That such a thing was even possible. It was the late 1970s, and the legal profession just didn’t work that way.

“The law is much more complicated than you think,” Gary said, and he knew he was right. But something else bothered him, even as he spoke. He’d been railing against “the law” for years now. His profession was excessively adversarial, as he’d told everyone who would listen, including these same friends. He’d wanted to find a new way to practice law, one that left his clients better off. So why was he now reciting the platitudes of the profession as if he believed them?

Sitting there, Gary felt as dismayed as Jay and Lorna did. So he paused. He allowed himself to contemplate, for a moment, what they were asking. Maybe this was the chance he’d been looking for, to do something different.

“You know what?” he said. “You’re right. You should be able to do this. I want to help. I don’t know how to do it, but I’m happy to try.”

It was crazy, on its face. He had no experience doing divorces, he told them, let alone in this radical new way. But even as he issued these caveats, he saw his friends’ expressions change. They looked hopeful for the first time in a while. And he felt the same way.

For four months, the three of them worked together, in the same room. It was uncomfortable. Sometimes, it was brutal, when Jay and Lorna started yelling at each other about who got the house or custody of the children. Jay wanted more time with the kids, but Lorna didn’t want Jay’s girlfriend around them. And on and on.

It felt, at these moments, like they were caught in a vortex. Jay and Lorna hated the fact that they were fighting, but they couldn’t stop. Gary worried he was failing them. He felt like he was walking a high wire without a safety net. But it also felt liberating, in a strange way. Normally, his clients were on the outside of the arena, while he fought on their behalf, using the blunt weapons of the law. Now he was with them, accompanying them through their problems. This felt right, because they understood their own problems better than anyone. Which meant they should understand how to solve their problems better than anyone. In theory.

One day, in a pause in the bickering, Gary made a suggestion. He asked them to close their eyes and imagine their lives ten years in the future. He asked them to visualize the kind of relationship they wanted to have with their kids—and with each other—at that point. He reminded them of the time horizon. They would be in one another’s lives forever. That was just the way it was. If their daughter got married, they’d both be there. If their son had a child, they’d need to deal with each other. He traveled through time with them, and for a moment, Jay and Lorna went quiet. They were reminded that they were stuck with each other, even after the divorce. So then what?

Jay and Lorna eventually came to an agreement about the house, the kids, and everything else. And for Gary, it was proof. Proof that there was another way to do conflict, one that honored the relationships between people. He knew he had a lot to learn. But it was possible! Just because people were getting a divorce didn’t mean they had to hate each other. After they signed the papers, Jay and Lorna hugged Gary—and each other.

After that, Gary never practiced law the same way again. Hearing about Jay and Lorna’s divorce, other couples came to see him, wanting to try this thing he called “mediation.” Establishment lawyers advised their clients not to go to Gary. People came anyway. Sometimes they came because their lawyers had told them not to. He never had trouble getting clients.

People are drawn to Gary because he seems to do the impossible—tap into our best selves at our worst moments. Because as much as humans like to fight, we also want, very badly, to find peace.

High conflict makes us miserable. It is costly, in every sense. Money, blood, friendships. This is the first paradox of conflict: we are animated by conflict, and also haunted by it. We want it to end, and we want it to continue. That’s where Gary comes in.

When Gary started doing this work in the mid-1970s, the local bar association investigated him. It could not possibly be ethical for the same person to advise a husband and a wife together in the same room, or so the thinking went. But nothing came of it, and eventually, the legal profession came around to Gary’s approach. By the 1980s, the American Bar Association was hiring Gary to teach other lawyers his new way of navigating all kinds of conflicts.

the conflict trap

In the Miracle Mile district of Los Angeles, there exists a prehistoric death trap, gurgling away, right off Wilshire Boulevard, a block from an International House of Pancakes restaurant. The La Brea Tar Pits, as this place is named, can look benign, like a small, dark lake, one which bubbles up occasionally.

But scientists have found more than three million bones trapped in the depths of these pits, including well-preserved, nearly complete skeletons of massive mammals. They’ve found mammoths, sloths, and more than two thousand saber-toothed tigers. How did this happen? How did thousands of the most powerful predators on the planet all get drawn into the same small pit? And why couldn’t they get out?

The La Brea Tar Pits is a living quagmire, a place where natural asphalt has been gurgling up from the ground since the last Ice Age. What may have happened, researchers believe, is a fairly diabolical cycle: one day, tens of thousands of years ago, a large creature like an ancient bison lumbered into the Tar Pits. It quickly became stuck, hooves anchored in the sludge of asphalt, and began grunting in distress. It only took a few centimeters of the muck to immobilize a large mammal.

The bison’s alarm attracted the attention of predators like, say, the now extinct dire wolf (Canis dirus, “fearsome dog”). Dire wolves are social animals, like coyotes and humans. So a few of these wolves probably came trotting upon the scene together and, naturally, pounced on the trapped bison. What luck! Then the wolves themselves got stuck.

And so the dire wolves howled in frustration, attracting more attention. More creatures arrived. Eventually, the wolves died of hunger or other causes, and their rotting carcasses drew scavengers—some of whom also got stuck. The population of the doomed grew geometrically. A single carcass could remain visible for up to five months, attracting more unwitting victims, before finally sinking out of sight, into the murky, underwater crypt. To date, scientists have pulled the bones of four thousand dire wolves out of the Tar Pits.

In his mediation work, Gary refers to conflict as a “trap.” That’s a good description. Because conflict, once it escalates past a certain point, operates just like the La Brea Tar Pits. It draws us in, appealing to all kinds of normal and understandable needs and desires. But once we enter, we find we can’t get out. The more we flail about, braying for help, the worse the situation gets. More and more of us get pulled into the muck, without even realizing how much worse we are making our own lives.

That’s the main difference between high conflict and good conflict. It’s not usually a function of the subject of the conflict. Nor is it about the yelling or the emotion. It’s about the stagnation. In healthy conflict, there is movement. Questions get asked. Curiosity exists. There can be yelling, too. But healthy conflict leads somewhere. It feels more interesting to get to the other side than to stay in it. In high conflict, the conflict is the destination. There’s nowhere else to go.

In normal life, humans make many predictable errors of judgment. In high conflict, we make many more. It is impossible to feel curious while also feeling outraged, for example. We lose access to that part of our brain, the part that generates wonder.

High conflict degrades a full life in exchange for moments of fleeting satisfaction, and the implications are physical, measurable, and punishing. When they fight, couples experience spikes in cortisol, a stress hormone, as do political partisans after their candidate loses an election. In high conflict, cortisol injections can become recurring, impairing the immune system, degrading memory and concentration, weakening muscle tissue and bones, and accelerating the onset of disease.

Then there are all the people who do not actively participate in the high conflict, the bystanders. They are so distressed by the fight that they tune out altogether. And this category includes most people. About two thirds of Americans are fed up with political polarization and wish people would spend more time listening to one another, according to the nonpartisan organization More in Common, which labeled this group the “exhausted majority.”

And who can blame them? Most of us avoid all kinds of conflict, often for very good reason. We eventually stop hanging out with that friend who complains incessantly about his ex-wife. Or we stop reading the news. We keep our heads down. This detachment is understandable, but it leaves high conflict untreated. The extremists take over.

Overnight, high conflict can shape shift into violence, as history keeps showing us. One isolated act of bloodshed leads to collective pain on the other side, and then a need for revenge. In war, the us-versus-them mindset is an essential weapon. It is much easier to kill, enslave, or imprison people if you are convinced they are subhuman.

This was the primordial force Gary was up against, as he tried to create a new way to navigate conflict. He had successes, like the one with Lorna and Jay, but it was difficult, risky work. He had to build a new boat, a kind that could skim the surface of the Tar Pits.

Over the next four decades, Gary mediated some two thousand cases this way. He got better at it over time. He handled corporate disputes, sibling feuds, neighborhood rifts, and many other unpleasant asphalt rescues. It was not until very recently that Gary got stuck in the Tar Pits himself. He got separated from his rescue boat for a time, as we’ll see, without realizing it. And it did not go well.

Mostly, though, Gary managed to move just above the surface of the muck. He came to realize that human beings have two intrinsic capacities when it comes to solving problems: one is our capacity for adversarialism. The pursuit of mutually exclusive, selfish interests by groups working against one another. This is how the legal system traditionally operates. Husband versus wife. Prosecution versus defense.

Our other capacity, also evident throughout human history, is our instinct for solidarity. Our ability to expand the definition of us and work across differences to navigate conflicts. In fact, our evolutionary success as a species has depended more on this second capacity than the first.

During the coronavirus pandemic, billions of people responded to a highly unfamiliar, ever-changing threat with breathtaking cooperation and selflessness. Citizens around the world began staying home days before official stay-at-home orders were issued by their governments. This happened in poor countries and rich. After the U.K.’s National Health Service put out a call asking for 250,000 volunteers to run errands for at-risk people in quarantine, three times that many signed up.

There were exceptions. Specific leaders and small numbers of regular people who scapegoated others and divided the world cleanly into us and them. But for months, the vast majority of people felt a visceral pull in the opposite direction, toward collective unity. Now imagine what might have happened had more of our traditions been designed to encourage that instinct for collaboration, rather than adversarialism?

Institutions can be designed to incite either version of human nature, to provoke adversarialism or unity. But in modern times, we’ve erred on the side of adversarialism. We see everything, from politics to business to the law, as a contest between winners and losers.

And yet, Gary and other mediation pioneers proved that there is another way. They built a nonadversarial option for resolving disputes, and it usually works more efficiently and fairly than the traditional system.

Even the U.S. Supreme Court has recognized the limits of adversarialism. “For many claims, trials by adversarial contests must in time go the way of the ancient trial by battle and blood,” Chief Justice Warren Earl Burger said in his State of the Judiciary speech in 1984. “Our system is too costly, too painful, too destructive, and too ineffective for a truly civilized people.”

Couldn’t the same be said about politics today? It is too costly, painful, destructive, and ineffective for a truly civilized people.

So it made a certain kind of sense when, in 2015, one of Gary’s neighbors asked him to run for local office in his small town of Muir Beach. The Community Services District Board of Directors, as it is known, is in charge of area roads and water management. Its five members are unpaid volunteers. The board is not a particularly powerful body, and the elections are nonpartisan. But somehow, the town meetings had become adversarial and draining. People were calling each other names—just like on cable news, just like on Twitter. There had been a nasty fight recently with the U.S. Park Service over the aesthetics of a proposed new bus stop, and it had nearly torn the community apart. Couldn’t Gary, the godfather of mediation, help change the tone, and find some peace?

the michael jordan of conflict

“This is a terrible idea,” Cassidy said, for the second or maybe the third time. Gary and his thirty-five-year-old son were hiking, following an eight-mile loop near Gary’s house that rambles through old-growth redwood trees before breaking through to a ridge with wide-open views of the Pacific.

Gary’s wife, Trish, had loved the idea of his running for office. She hadn’t seen it as a political issue; in her mind, public office would be a gift, a natural way for him to give back to their community. Gary was seventy-one years old, and he’d been looking to travel less anyway, so he could spend more time with his grandchildren. This might be perfect timing. His daughter had been thrilled, too. Who better to bring the community together than her dad, America’s conflict guru?

Cassidy was the only holdout in the family. He was now working as a documentary filmmaker, but years ago he’d been a small-town reporter. And so he thought he understood things that his father didn’t.

“Politics can be horrible,” he said. “Neighbors turn on neighbors. I’ve seen it happen.”

They reached the ridge and stared out at the ocean. From here, they could see all the way to the San Francisco Bay and the peak of Mount Tamalpais. They’d had some of their most important conversations on this trail. They’d talked, decades earlier, about moving as a family to France for a year. More recently, they’d talked about what it was like for Cassidy to become a father himself.

Cassidy had a habit of asking Gary hard questions, which Gary appreciated. On that day, he tried to explain himself to his son. “The one frustration of my mediation life is that I’m always in the middle,” he said. “I just sit on the sidelines.”

He knew politics could be toxic, but that was the point: he wanted to repair the process, to help people get underneath their conflict to what really mattered. He’d seen the political polarization dividing the country, and he recognized the pathology. He’d spent his whole life treating it. Politicians were acting like feuding families: resentful, suspicious, unable to see how they were destroying the things they once held dear. That the name-calling had infected Muir Beach showed how bad things had gotten.

He’d helped create an alternative to the legal traditions, hadn’t he? There was a time when no one had thought that could be done either.

“What if the model of mediation that I’ve been working on for so long, what if that could be applied to politics?”

His son looked alarmed. It sounded to Cassidy like his dad thought he could singlehandedly fix politics. He might as well have said he was thinking of swan-diving off the cliff in front of them. Gary could wreck his reputation and his peace of mind—and for what? The location of a bus stop?

This felt familiar to Cassidy, in a bad way. He’d seen his father let his ambition get away from him before. Despite his usual humility, despite his deep knowledge of the human psyche, his dad could suffer from visions of grandeur. He was doing it again, Cassidy saw, even now, a man in his seventies letting his ego run wild. It bothered him, to see this contradiction in his father and not be able to make him see it, too.

Maybe, Cassidy thought, he could use a sports analogy, something his dad could understand. He could appeal to the ego, rather than fighting it. “You have this incredible record. It’s like when Michael Jordan tried to play baseball, remember? And everyone was like, ‘Don’t do it!’ ” he said, the pitch of his voice rising as he spoke.

Gary smiled.

Cassidy tried again, this time more directly. “Look at your personality. You’re not a politician. You’re not schmoozy. You don’t even like small talk!”

Gary nodded. It was true. He hated superficial conversations. He didn’t do pleasantries. He didn’t even attend the community board meetings normally. They were tedious, he thought. But that was why he was exactly the right person for the job. “Maybe I could change politics,” he said with a shrug and another smile, his wavy white hair blowing in the sea breeze.

His son sighed. Then something shifted in Cassidy’s expression. It was difficult to tell, but Gary thought he looked angry.

“It’s way more likely,” Cassidy said, “that politics will change you.”


false flags

Gary’s craft has evolved since Lorna and Jay’s divorce. If you go to him for a divorce today, he’ll invite you and your spouse to tell him the story of your marriage. He sits in the middle, in every sense of the word. He listens intently, even when the two of you start arguing. Gary is okay with arguing. He has a kind face, like the uncle you wish you had at all your family dinners, someone who knows when to laugh, and when to listen. He might introduce you to his dog, a small brown mutt named Artie who is also fine with arguing; Artie will curl up at Gary’s feet and observe the proceedings in Zen-like silence.

When you’ve finished your story, Gary will check to see if he has understood it. His questions might sound a little odd to someone trying to end a marriage. “What is one thing you understand about your husband’s view?” or “What would change in your life if you got what you wanted?”

Gary tends to ask his questions with his head cocked to the side, eyes bright, as if he’s hearing something he’s never heard before. This posture communicates curiosity, which is contagious. When he does this, most people find themselves thinking before they answer. For all their years of fighting, they may never have articulated what their lives would be like if they won. Question by question, Gary helps people chip underneath layers of familiar, everyday grievances to find what they care about most. To get beyond conflict, you have to go through it; there’s no other way.

Say a wife makes a demand: “I want four thousand dollars a month for spousal support.” The husband recoils. “That’s absurd!” he yells. “Never going to happen.” It appears they’re fighting about the money, and they are. But the more interesting conflict lies underneath this fight over money.

“Why four thousand dollars?” Gary asks, probing the specificity of the number. He could guess but he tries not to. He asks this question in a quiet voice, to show that he really wants to know the answer. “What does that amount of money mean to you?”

The wife pauses. Then she reveals that she is worried she won’t be able to earn enough money on her own. She has this notion, this idea that she could go back to school and become a physician’s assistant. She thinks she’d be good at it. So she wants the money to help cover her normal expenses plus tuition. That’s where the figure comes from. Her husband has never heard this before.

Humans tend to interpret new information so that it fits into their existing beliefs, a well-studied phenomenon known as confirmation bias. The worse a conflict gets, the harder it is to disrupt. When the husband had initially heard the wife’s request for money, he fit it into his narrative for their marriage: she was selfish, and he would never get out from under her control. Gary’s questions interrupted that cascade of assumptions, just for a split second, which is sometimes enough.

Then Gary asks the husband how he felt when he heard his wife say the number four thousand. “What would it be like for you,” he asks, tilting his head toward the husband, “if you agreed to the four thousand dollars?” The husband sighs. He wants to quit his job, he says, which he hates. His job has kept him from being the kind of parent he wants to be. He wants to do better before their thirteen-year-old son grows up. He’d stayed in that suffocating position for years in order to provide for his family—and now his family is falling apart. The threat of having to pay four thousand dollars a month makes him feel trapped, like he’s losing his past and his future.

Hearing this, the wife’s reaction is complicated: she’d pushed him to quit that job for years, and now he’s going to do it, after all this time? It’s bittersweet. But once she understands what’s underneath his objection to the money, she can see it for what it is. It’s not just that he resents her getting his money. It’s also about his own future, his own dreams.

Eventually, both people feel more understood. Even as they continue to disagree about many things. At that point, Gary has found, they are able to stop defending their positions and make more thoughtful decisions about their futures and their children. And like Lorna and Jay, they will make the decisions, not a judge or some lawyers. Which means they probably will not need to relitigate their conflict anytime soon.

Since his first seminars for the American Bar Association, Gary has trained thousands of lawyers, judges, and therapists around the world and taught negotiation courses at Stanford and Harvard. He’s published three books. While other people have popularized many different styles of mediation, Gary’s approach remains unusual.

He insists on keeping everyone in the same room and, together, digging up what lies underneath the conflict. Other mediators separate the feuding parties into different rooms, because it’s easier. They stay on the surface, focused on fixing the immediate problem and not much more. That surface-level work seems safer, and it is—in the short term. Going deep into conflict is risky; it can ignite latent resentments, fueling ever more conflict.

To do this, Gary trains mediators to ask specific questions and to check to make sure they understand each answer, a process he calls “going down the Why trail.” If a couple is fighting over who gets the crock pot, he investigates why that crock pot matters so much. These questions help people lower their guard. Importantly, Gary trains his clients to do this for each other, in the same room. So the people with the problem also own the problem, not him. In this way, he helps everyone in the room come to understand the situation and one another a little better. Even as they continue to disagree. This understanding moves people from stuck to free. There is still conflict, but it’s no longer a trap.

“There is nothing more important to a person who is undergoing a life crisis than to be understood,” Gary likes to say. Being understood is more important than money or property. It’s more important even than winning.

Consider the crock pot. Gary might ask the wife, with genuine curiosity, what it means to her. It was from the couple’s wedding registry, she explains eventually. It was a shinier version of the one her own parents had used, in her childhood home, where as a little girl she could smell a pot roast cooking all Sunday afternoon.

She and her husband had not created that home in real life. They didn’t even like to cook, let’s be honest. But she wants the crock pot anyway.

Her husband, hearing this, feels a sadness, one he shares with his wife. He admits that he only wanted the crock pot because, well, she seemed to want it so much. This is hard to confess but it comes as a relief. She is the one who wanted the whole divorce, he says, and since he can’t stop the divorce, he supposes he’s trying to make her at least feel some of the pain he’s feeling.

They start to see the understory of the crock pot. And that means they can loosen their grip on it. And on other things. They get unstuck, little by little.

Every mediator has a story like this—about some mundane object over which a couple clashes inexplicably. One California couple feuded so relentlessly over a broken Hibachi grill that the judge finally offered to bring them the broken Hibachi grill from his own garage, if they would just stop fighting. In another case, a set of Legos practically brought one divorce proceeding to a standstill. The husband wanted the Legos. The wife wanted the Legos. They were paying their lawyers in one hour enough to buy all those Legos many times over. It didn’t matter. Because the Legos were not just Legos: they were their child’s most precious toys. Where the Legos went, so went the child’s affection, or so it seemed to them, quite naturally.

Most of the time, people trapped in conflict don’t know the understory. They get so focused on false flags like the crock pot or the Legos that they get stuck. High conflict is like a trance in this way. It’s hard to look away. So Gary helps people step back and look at the Legos from a small distance, with his questions and his listening, so they understand what lies underneath.

Because once people feel understood, they can relax their defenses. People can let many things go while holding fast to the things that matter most, once they know what those things are. “We are more willing and able to understand others when we feel understood ourselves,” Gary and his coauthor Jack Himmelstein wrote in their book Challenging Conflict.

The traditional, adversarial legal system is designed to play into our worst conflict instincts, to go to war over Legos. Like cable TV news and many social media platforms, the law is designed mostly to perpetuate itself. Stock market millions have been made by inciting high conflict systematically, creating a vast conflict-industrial complex.

By offering a way to go through conflict, without making it worse, Gary and other pioneering mediators have done more to subvert this conflict-industrial complex than most people alive today. Mediation typically costs a fraction of what a traditional divorce would cost. In money and also in spirit.

If he could make divorce less toxic, how much harder could politics be?
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The playground at Muir Beach, located just outside of the community center, where Gary’s board meetings were held. Amanda Ripley



trouble in utopia

The tiny, fogged-in village of Muir Beach (pop. 250) is only twenty minutes north of the Golden Gate Bridge, yet it feels like a secret—a velvet slip of sand, nestled up against Muir Woods, surrounded entirely by national park land. Gary had lived here for the past forty years. He and Trish had raised four children in the community.

Muir Beach is home to an unusual mix of people. There are the aging bohemians and beatniks who came here in the 1960s and still talk about the time the Grateful Dead played on the beach. These folks migrated over from Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, way before there was such a thing as Silicon Valley forty-five miles south of Muir Beach. After Janis Joplin died of a heroin overdose in 1970, her ashes were scattered here, or so the rumor goes.

Then there are the libertarians who moved here because it feels impossibly far from everything. There are no street lights or grocery stores; just over a hundred homes, perched above acres of swaying beachgrasses, and a small nude beach. In the early 1970s, a nostalgic British expat wanted to build a Tudor-style English tavern. It took him eight years to overcome the local opposition. The result, the Pelican Inn, remains the only commercial enterprise in town. In 1984, The New York Times described Muir Beach as a place of “unstrained, unlittered, Pacific isolation,” and that still feels right.

The most recent arrivals are the opposite of the beatniks in many ways. They leave early in the morning to go to work in the city, and they come home late. You don’t see them as much, but they tend to own the most expensive houses, the ones with the scorchingly modern architecture, high up on the cliffs.

It’s hard to get beatniks, libertarians, and tech capitalists to agree on priorities, which was one of the reasons that local politics had become fraught in Muir Beach. Some neighbors wanted to invest in new roads and bridges, and others wanted to be left alone. Some were consumed with worries about climate change and wildfires, while others resented how much they paid in taxes. This discord made for some long, tortured public meetings.

Trish and Gary had arrived in 1976, after flirting with the New Age subculture but never really committing to it. They bought one of the last available parcels of land—which is to say they got very lucky—and managed to build a modest home in an achingly beautiful place that only multimillionaires can afford today. And they know just how lucky they are. They have both come to love the place, in different ways.

For Gary, living in Muir Beach made his work on conflict possible. He’d spend hours in his office in nearby Mill Valley, submerged in his clients’ rage and blame. At the end of the day, he had to pull himself out, somehow. So Gary would bike home. His commute took him exactly forty-two minutes, beginning on steep hills, then rolling through the wet, dense shade of redwoods before emerging into the light of the beach and a long view of sparkling ocean or rolling fog, depending on the day’s weather.

When he got home, he was ready to tend to his garden, which always took his mind to a better place. Later, he might put some meat on the grill while Trish made a salad. Before bed, they’d slip into the Jacuzzi out back, listening to the waves, talking about their days. Trish was a psychotherapist, and he learned from her stories, and she from his. In the morning, he’d meditate in a small lean-to he’d built next to his garden, overlooking the Pacific, readying himself for the turmoil that awaited him at work.

It was not lost on Gary that he lived in a utopia. He actually felt a little guilty about it. He worried a lot about economic inequality in the country, and yet here he was living in a place that was out of reach for most Americans. Maybe if he ran for office, he could change that, too, opening up some space for affordable housing. It was all starting to make sense, this politics idea.

Gary didn’t socialize much in the neighborhood; that was Trish’s role. She was the one who brought muffins to sick neighbors, who knew all the children’s names. For Trish, Muir Beach was less a refuge than a community. It was a place of deep connections and long friendships.

Actually, she was the one, Cassidy had said on their hike, who should run for office. That made a lot of sense, Gary thought. Trish would be a wonderful public servant. But she didn’t want to run, and he did.

Not long afterward, Gary drove his forest-green Mini Cooper to the county elections office and filed the paperwork to become a candidate.

the new guard

“Muir Beach is magic,” Gary said, speaking before his neighbors at the candidates’ debate in September 2015. “That was the first thought that my wife, Trish, and I had when we first saw it. And that’s why we moved here.” Gary and the other candidates were seated in a row behind a long table. The windows behind them overlooked the town playground and beyond it, the vast ocean.

The community center was packed, with an overflow crowd standing in the back. Cassidy had stayed home. But Gary’s daughter, Sydney, was there, sitting next to Trish, who held Artie on a leash. It was exhilarating to see so many people assembled. Gary had attended some town meetings in recent weeks, in preparation for his campaign, and usually he saw just a handful of other people—often the same people, many of whom liked to hear themselves talk.

But this night was different. Gary was campaigning as an insurgent, running alongside Elizabeth, another political novice, against a group of incumbents who had been in charge for decades. (At Gary’s request, I’ve changed the names of the neighbors involved in this story to protect their privacy. The names of Gary and his family are unchanged.) Jim, for example, had been on the board for the previous twenty-nine years. He was the board, in a way. Another neighbor named Hugh had spent four years on the board before becoming the district manager, a hired position charged with carrying out the board’s decisions. For the past twelve years, Jim and Hugh had gotten used to working closely together in these roles, without much public interference. In private, Gary started referring to these incumbents and their backers as the “Old Guard.” He and Elizabeth and their supporters were the “New Guard,” in opposition to them.

That night, Gary seemed like the kind of politician we want but never get. His face lit up when he talked about the beach and his grandkids. He was warm and quick to laugh at himself. When people asked questions, he listened in ways that made them feel heard. He told them he wanted to reinvigorate democracy in the town.

“This is a chance for a real change,” he said, “for everybody to be involved.”

Gary’s model of mediation was built on this idea that everyone needed to be in the room. In 1996, the San Francisco Symphony orchestra went on strike, walking out for sixty-seven days and canceling forty-three concerts. Gary worked with fellow lawyer Robert Mnookin and others to mediate the case, and they insisted on involving all 105 musicians—not just a handful of representatives. Normally, lawyers would deal with lawyers, shuttling back and forth, trading this for that. But they wanted everybody to understand the crock pot and everything it represented. Otherwise, the underlying conflicts would just resurface the next year.

The musicians had presented management with a list of sixty-five demands, including better pay and benefits. The musicians claimed that they were overworked and underappreciated. In response, management had insisted that the organization was running a deficit and could not afford such extravagances. Neither side believed the other.

In December of 1996, the musicians canceled a sold-out Mozart concert and took to the picket lines. Dressed in their elegant performance outfits, they played “Taps” on their instruments.

“It feels like we have to do this every three years. It’s very discouraging,” Mariko Smiley, a violinist, told the San Francisco Examiner.

“I’m sure there’s a better way,” said one of the dismayed ticket-holders watching the surreal scene.

To push the musicians into negotiating, management withheld health insurance benefits. In protest, a bassoonist held up his sick toddler before TV news cameras. Concertgoers started demanding refunds and withholding donations. Everyone was losing, every day.

“A kind of desperation set in on both sides where each of us said to ourselves, ‘We’re not going to get anywhere with these people. They don’t even hear what we are saying,’ said Peter Pastreich, the executive director and chief negotiator on behalf of the symphony management. “And that turned into great anger.”

By the time Gary and Mnookin, a Harvard law school professor, arrived on the scene, the walkout had ended, but the symphony was still trapped in conflict. The musicians had fractured into competing camps. Some felt they’d caved too soon. The string section felt particularly aggrieved. Violinists and cellists tended to play more than the others, and they were complaining of repetitive stress injuries. Another walkout seemed inevitable.

In this fog of hostility, Gary and his colleagues set up a series of workshops to train the musicians to extract themselves from the Tar Pits. First, they taught them a form of active listening Gary calls “completing the loop of understanding,” or “looping.” It’s one of his most powerful tools as a mediator. Basically, it means to listen in ways people can see. Show them you’re listening; don’t tell them you are.

Most of us do not feel heard much of the time. That’s because most people don’t know how to listen. We jump to conclusions. We think we understand when we don’t. We tee up our next point, before the other person has finished talking.

On average, doctors interrupt patients after only eleven seconds of listening to them explain what ails them. When doctors don’t interrupt, patients stop talking on their own just six seconds later. That’s all the time they need to explain themselves: just seventeen seconds. But almost none of them get it.

And there are real consequences to our bad listening, the kind you can measure. When people don’t feel heard, they get slightly anxious and defensive. They say less, and whatever they do say tends to be oversimplified. The walls go up.

But when people do feel heard, magical things happen. They make more coherent and intriguing points. They acknowledge their own inconsistencies. Willingly. They become more flexible. Customers who feel heard by their financial advisors are more likely to trust them—and to pay for their services. Workers who feel heard perform better and like their bosses more. Patients, if they feel understood, leave the hospital more satisfied and more likely to follow their doctor’s orders.

Among couples, people who feel more understood by their partners can make use of conflict without doing damage. Arguing actually seems to make them feel better, not worse, even as they continue to disagree. The conflict is healthy.

Gary knew there was no way to get out of a conflict trap without better listening skills. So he divided the musicians into pairs and had them practice looping. One person listened while the other explained why she’d joined the orchestra to begin with. When the talker said something that seemed important to her, the listener “played it back” to her to see if he’d understood. The listener didn’t repeat what she’d said word for word, like a robot. He tried instead to distill what he thought she’d meant into the most elegant language he could muster. Then he asked if he’d gotten it right.

“So it sounds like you joined this symphony originally because you wanted to challenge yourself, to play alongside some of the greatest musicians in the world. Is that right?”

One of two things happened when the musicians did this. First, the listeners did not get it right as often as they’d expected. That’s partly because we all make assumptions when we hear people talk, some of which are off base. And it’s partly because it’s hard for any human to convey exactly what she means the first time she’s asked.

For example, the violinist might refine her point when it gets played back to her: “Actually, I was looking for inspiration, not just challenge. I wanted to feel that sense of wonder, I guess you’d call it, that I’d felt for music when I was younger.” To grasp what someone really means, the musicians learned, requires both curiosity and double-checking.

Second, the listeners learned that people really, really appreciate being heard. When they’d looped the talker correctly, the talker almost always responded the same way: their eyes lit up, and they said, “Exactly!” For Gary, it was a lovely thing to see.

When people feel understood, they trust the other person to go a little deeper and keep trying to get it right. This iterative back-and-forth process helped the musicians identify what was really important to them as a group. The goal was to find what lay beneath their various contract demands. Why was the crock pot—or the vacation allowance—important to them?

“This was a fascinating exercise for me,” one violinist said. “I’ve been playing alongside Phil for the last fifteen years, and we’ve talked about a number of things, but until now, we never talked about why we love doing what we do.”

In this way, the musicians were able to identify their most important, shared concerns—and come up with a shorter list of priorities. They wanted better pay not just for the cash money but also because they worried about fairness and the future: they wanted to feel that their compensation was commensurate with other symphonies so they could attract new talent.

Management wanted those things, too, as it turned out. But there had been no opportunity to come to that realization, because neither side was really listening to each other. “I came to understand how important it was for me to listen,” said Pastreich, the chief negotiator on the management side. “It became clear to me that one of the things that the musicians were angry with me about was they felt [that] I wasn’t even listening to what they were saying. And I think it is true,” he said. “Nor do I think they were listening to us.”

Once we feel understood, we see options we couldn’t see before. We feel some ownership over the search for solutions. Then, even if we don’t get our way, we are more accepting of the result because we helped build it.

It took many weeks, but the new contract provided a pay increase that made the San Francisco Symphony one of the best-paid symphonies in America. It also took some of the strain off the string section. And it didn’t imperil the financial health of the organization. The musicians overwhelmingly ratified the new contract, which was set to last six years—twice the usual length. After a joint press conference announcing the agreement, the bassoonist kissed the board director on the cheek. It was like watching Jay and Lorna all over again.

winning

The night of the candidates’ debate, Gary imagined that every town meeting could be just as crowded. The elected officials wouldn’t own the problems or the solutions; the people would. Just like the musicians in San Francisco.
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