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Introduction: “I Could Never Work With Those People!” 
A “writing out loud” excerpt from the working draft of “Collaborating with the Enemy: An 
Open Way to Work with People You Don’t Agree With or Like or Trust” by Adam Kahane, 
forthcoming in 2017 from Berrett-Koehler Publishers.  

To get things done, we almost always need to work with others. If these others are people we 
agree with and like and trust, then we can easily move forward on getting things done. But if 
they are people we don’t agree with or like or trust, then we can easily get stuck. We get stuck 
when we say: “I could never work with those people!” 

What do we mean by this exclamation? Maybe we mean that we don’t want to work with those 
people—that we think it’s not desirable. Maybe we mean that we are not able to—that we 
think it’s not possible. Or maybe we mean that we don’t need to—that we think it’s not 
necessary. 

If we think that it’s not desirable or possible or necessary to work with certain others, then of 
course we won’t. Instead we will try either to work without them or against them: to avoid 
them or to defeat them. In these situations, then, we see that our best option is to act 
unilaterally: to push ahead as we see fit, to do what we want to, to have it our way. In these 
situations, then, our best option is not to collaborate with those people. 

But what if we think that it is necessary to work with these others? This might be because we 
worry that we can’t avoid or defeat them, either at all or for long. It might be because we think 
they have some skill or resource or perspective that we need to be able to get where we are 
trying to go. Or it might be because we believe it would be wrong to exclude them.  

Such situations present us with a daunting challenge. We see these other people’s values, 
interests, and behaviors as different from ours; we believe they are wrong, irrational, or bad; 
we feel frustrated, upset, or angry. We think of them as opponents or—although we might not 
admit it—as enemies. Although we know we have to work with them, we wish we didn’t. We 
worry that we will have to compromise or betray what matters most to us (like wartime 
“collaborators”). In these situations, although we see that our best option is to collaborate 
with those people, we don’t see how we can do so successfully. So we end up stuck. 

People in every field of work—politicians, activists, entrepreneurs, employees, academics, 
public servants, community workers—wrestle with this challenge of how to succeed in 
collaborating with their enemies. This challenge is very common, very important, and very 
vexing. 

I have also wrestled with this challenge. At home, at work, in the community, I have at various 
times found myself needing to get things done with people I don’t agree with or like or trust. 
In these situations, I have felt not only frustrated, upset, and angry, but also baffled and 
embarrassed: how could I, a person whose work is to help people collaborate with their 
enemies, find it so difficult to do so myself? I sensed that there was something crucial that I 
was missing in what it takes, personally, to make such collaborations work.  



 2 

I lived with this puzzling tension for a long time before I discovered a possible path forward. I 
was spending all of my time supporting different teams of public, private, and non-profit 
leaders to work together on challenges such as health, food, energy, environment, security, 
justice, and peace. What if these large-scale political collaborations I was trying to help move 
forward offered lessons for the analogous small-scale personal ones I kept bumping up 
against? What if the political ones, because they were more dramatic and distant, were 
actually easier to understand and work with than the personal ones, which were more 
normalized and nearby? What if my personal path forward was hidden in plain sight in my 
daily political work? 

I knew, from my own work and that of others, that in the political sphere, collaborating with 
the enemy was becoming seen—even though usually undesirable and often impossible—as 
increasingly necessary. In more countries, on more matters, more people with differing 
positions and perspectives want to and have the means to be heard and active; they will no 
longer be quiet and deferential, and therefore they can no longer be excluded from these 
matters. (Of course the front page of every day’s newspaper contains stories of social, 
political, and military polarization and conflict, but these loud confrontational exceptions 
prove the quiet collaborative rule.) This greater pressure for political collaboration is creating 
more attempts at collaborating, and these many—some successful, some not—offer important 
lessons for all of us. 

The most important lesson—obvious to some, surprising to others—is that collaborating with 
the enemy, although not fun or easy, is possible. 

Beyond this basic lesson, though, what can we learn about what it really takes to succeed in 
collaborating with the enemy? As I thought back over my experience with political 
collaborations, I began to see a pattern. The people who are successful in this work do it in a 
particular way that to me seemed counter-intuitive, even confusing: they choose both to talk 
and to fight; they appreciate the situation they are part of; they open up multiple possibilities; 
they experiment, fail, and learn; and, as central to their efforts, they transform themselves. I 
drew the conclusion that employing this “open way” enables people to work successfully with 
others they don’t agree with or like or trust, and thereby to move forward and get things done. 

But as I began to see the contours of this open way, I was taken aback to realize that it was 
exactly the opposite of the “closed way” that I had often employed in my own personal 
attempts at collaboration. In this closed way, which I had been trained in and was routine to 
me, people choose either to talk or to fight; they follow the formula of defining a problem, 
agreeing a best solution, and executing a plan; and through executing such plans they attempt 
to transform their situation. This closed way seemed to me to be not only obvious but even 
instinctive: when we are faced with the frightening prospect of collaborating with our 
enemies, we typically double down on—assert even more emphatically and with tighter 
control—the closed way. But I now realized that, rather than helping us, employing this closed 
way actually prevents us from working successfully with people we don’t agree with or like or 
trust, and therefore from getting things done. So the way of collaborating that I was most 
familiar and comfortable with does not work in the contexts where it is most needed. 
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What I discovered, then, is that there are two ways to collaborate. The first, closed way is 
conventional, obvious, and familiar—but it fails when we have to work with our enemies. The 
second, open way, is unconventional, unobvious, and unfamiliar—but it is required to work 
with those people. How can we learn to employ this open way? 


