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Misunderstanding #5: You Need to Change Those People 

“We have met the enemy and he is us.”—U.S. cartoonist Walt Kelly 

Our collaborative immigration project was difficult. The issue was complex, contentious, and 
dangerous, with no quick or easy answers. The team had radically different perspectives and 
interests. We were all making big investments in the work and were all taking risks—many of 
us to our reputations, some to our livelihoods, a few to our safety. So in doing this work we 
faced real challenges. 

But on top of these real challenges, I also manufactured imaginary ones. I spent much of my 
energy not on what the team were actually doing, but on my emotional reactions—anxieties, 
fantasies, projections—to what they were doing and what I wished they were doing. I was 
acting like Don Quixote, tilting heroically at windmills that I thought were my enemies. I 
suffered fearful days and sleepless nights. In part what was going on in me reflected what 
was going on in the project and in the larger system, and this gave me some important 
insights. Overall, however, I made a difficult undertaking even more difficult. 

The revenge o f  the ignored se l f  

Tough collaboration is difficult and dangerous and so requires paying attention and not 
getting distracted. The most common way we get distracted from what we need to do is by 
focusing on what we think other people need to do.  

I learned this in India in 2006 when I was leading a collaboration aimed at reducing India’s 
exceptionally high level of child malnutrition. The project was called the Bhavishya Alliance 
(bhavishya is the Sanskrit word for “future”). It brought together 52 people from 26 
organizations, including Indian government agencies, the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), multinational and Indian corporations, and local non-governmental and 
community organizations. 

The first activity of the Alliance was a social lab. Staff members from the participating 
organizations were seconded to a lab team that would work together full time for eight 
weeks. The team’s objective was, by the end of the lab, to have co-created a set of 
breakthrough initiatives that could reduce child malnutrition, and to have these approved by 
their bosses, the lab champions. 

The design of the lab was complicated and fast paced. The team was to generate, develop, 
and test their initiatives in dialogue with one another and with stakeholder leaders, 
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researchers, and affected communities. The relationships and power differences across this 
unusual alliance were complex: between enormous government bureaucracies and small 
NGOs, experts and novices, funders and recipients, bosses and staff, men and women, 
foreign consultants and Indians, and between all of us in Bhavishya and the malnourished 
children and families and communities we were intending to help. A lot of resources had 
been invested and expectations were high. So the lab was a pressure cooker. 

One of my mentors in this work was businessman Arun Maira, a pioneer of multi-sectoral 
collaborative processes in India. At one point in the lab I was overwhelmed by the 
complexity of what we were trying to organize, and I asked Maira what it was, really, that we 
were trying to do. “You have to remember,” he replied, “that most of the time when a group 
of stakeholder leaders get together to work on a problem, every one of them believes that if 
only the other ones would change what they are thinking and doing, then the problem would 
be solved. But if all the stakeholders are involved, then it can’t all be the fault of others! The 
real innovation here is that we are inviting these leaders to reflect on how they might need to 
change what they themselves are thinking and doing.” 

I understood this imperative and sometimes the lab team did reflect in this way. In one team 
conversation, a long-time UNICEF staff member burst out: “Do we really make a difference 
in the community? Because I am also a person with a development background and I’ve 
seen that we have done harm. Let me tell you it’s all driven! It’s NGO-driven, it’s 
government-driven, it’s UNICEF-driven, it’s World Bank-driven!” But such self-reflectivity 
was over-ridden by the pressures of working in this diverse team with ambitious objectives 
on a short deadline. 

As the eighth-week deadline to deliver the initiatives approached and the pressure and stress 
increased, my approach to the work narrowed and hardened. I became more distant and 
isolated from the team. My understanding of what was going on and my capacity to deal 
with it intelligently diminished. I thought that if I held on more tightly and pushed harder, I 
could force the lab over the goal line. Halfway through the lab, when it was already 
becoming apparent that the work was not unfolding according to our plan, some of the team 
members suggested that we go back to the champions and negotiate a delay of a few months 
in our delivery deadline. But I, defensive and afraid that we would be seen to have failed, 
vetoed the suggestion.  

On the last day of the lab, the team proposed four innovative initiatives to the champions 
that the team believed could, if developed and scaled successfully, contribute to meeting the 
alliance’s ambitious objectives for reducing child malnutrition. These initiatives had been 
generated through the team’s intense interaction with each other and with the stakeholders 
we had worked with over the course of the lab. They had pushed themselves hard and were 
exhausted but satisfied with where they had gotten to.  

But the champions saw things differently. Many of them were critical of our proposals and 
doubted whether they were sound or viable. One of them thought that our work was poorly 
thought through, and stepped in to call for an immediate meeting of the champions without 
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the lab team. By the end of the day, almost none of the team’s work had been approved. The 
team felt bewildered and distressed. I felt devastated.  

The lab team spent several days debriefing this surprising and upsetting end of the lab. 
Everyone was disappointed and hurt. Many of them blamed me for what had gone wrong. 
More than ever before in my life, I felt angry and humiliated.  

I left India and went home. Every day for six months, I stewed on how I had been 
mistreated and fantasized about how I would get revenge. I knew I had made mistakes and 
needed to change how I handled such situations, but I thought I was being unfairly singled 
out and that others needed to change too: that I shouldn’t be expected to work on myself 
unless others were doing the same. Then one day I came across a pamphlet written by the 
philosopher Martin Buber which contained the following paragraph:  

This perspective, in which a man sees himself only as an individual contrasted with 
other individuals, and not as a genuine person whose transformation helps towards 
the transformation of the world, contains a fundamental error. The essential thing is 
to begin with oneself, and at this moment a man has nothing in the world to care 
about than this beginning. Any other attitude would distract him from what he is 
about to begin, weaken his initiative, and thus frustrate the entire bold undertaking. 

I had never read anything that answered so precisely a question I was struggling with. Right 
away I could see that I had made a fundamental error. I had been distracted. 

Where not  to focus your at tent ion 

The Bhavishya Alliance was an innovative and high-profile effort to address an important 
public problem. After the lab ended, the Alliance continued for another five years and 
implemented several important initiatives to reduce child malnutrition. Several papers and 
books were written about its successes and failures and the lessons it offered for such tough 
collaborations.  

The key lesson that stays with me, ten years later, is the foolishness of having focused so 
much of my attention on what others were doing. During the lab I focused primarily on 
what was happening around and within our complicated alliance, and after the lab I doubled 
down on this external focus. The problem I created with this attention on others is that I did 
not attend to what was going on in the one domain over which I had the most control and 
through which I could make the biggest contribution to the project: my self. While I was 
ignoring my self, it snuck up on me and took me down. 

Over and over I have noticed this pattern of behavior in myself and others. When we are 
faced with a challenging situation, we typically focus our attention first and foremost on 
what other people are doing or not doing or ought to be doing. As Maira had pointed out to 
me, our thinking is dominated by the idea that “those people must change!” The others we 
want to change may be far away or close by; they may be specific individuals or faceless 
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populations; we may consider them friends or enemies. Humorist Jerome K. Jerome wrote, 
“I like work: it fascinates me. I can sit and look at it for hours.” Focusing on others is a lazy 
way to avoid doing our own work. 

This habitual response is a symptom of a black and white thinking that simplistically splits 
the world into us and them, right and wrong, good and evil, heroes and villains. It manifests 
in externalizing, othering, blaming, scapegoating, and enemyizing. This thinking produces 
and reproduces deadly cycles of tit for tat.  

The real world is not black and white. I once met Alan Mobley, a professor of Public Affairs 
and Criminal Justice at San Diego State University. In the early 1980s, Mobley had been  the 
head of one of the largest international cocaine smuggling rings in Southern California, and 
had seen planes contracted by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency transporting cocaine to 
fund the contra forces fighting the government of Nicaragua. In 1984, Mobley was 
sentenced to 45 years in a federal penitentiary (he was released after 10). He told me that 
most of the people whom he met in prison knew that they had done something wrong, but 
they also knew that the courtroom assessment that they were the only ones who had done 
something wrong—that they were bad and others were good—was untrue, and that this 
haunted them. From a whole-system perspective, no one is entirely to blame and no one is 
entirely innocent. 

We enemyize people like Mobley both to defend and to define ourselves. We see ourselves 
as the protagonists at the center of the drama of what is going on around us, and so when 
we experience a challenge we react as if it is a personal attack, against which we must defend 
ourselves. We are frightened of being hurt and so we separate and shield ourselves by 
asserting that we are right and the others are wrong. We fear that if we collaborate with 
those others, we will become contaminated or compromised—that we will be betraying what 
we stand for and who we are.  

Author Umberto Eco says: “Having an enemy is important not only to define our identity 
but also to demonstrate our own worth. So when there is no enemy, we have to invent one. 
We are concerned here not so much with the almost natural phenomenon of identifying an 
enemy who is threatening us, but with the process of creating and demonizing the enemy.”  

Philosopher René Girard says that we create enemies as a way to deal with conflict within 
our community or within ourselves:  

We control internal conflict by projecting our violence outside the community onto a 
scapegoat. The successful use of a scapegoat depends on the community’s belief that 
they have found the cause and cure of their troubles in this “enemy.” Once the 
enemy is destroyed or expelled, the  community experiences a sense of relief and 
calm is restored. But the calm is temporary since the scapegoat was not really the 
cause or the cure of the conflict that led to his expulsion…Too often our identity, 
and in particular our sense of our own goodness, is dependent on being against 
someone or something else. We need the other to be wicked to know we are good, 
and whether or not they are actually wicked is beside the point. 
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When we look around at the world, we typically think that what we are seeing is being 
illuminated by a headlamp that is strapped to our forehead. A more accurate metaphor 
would be that in fact we are wearing a projector. What we see in the world and in others is 
largely constructed by our own thinking. In particular, what we see in the people we consider 
to be our enemies is largely a projection of the shadow parts of ourselves. We become able 
to see clearly what is going on and what we need to do only as we reel in our projections and 
recognize and integrate our shadows. 

The problem with enemyizing is not that we never have enemies: we often face difficult, 
even dangerous, people and situations. Moreover, any effort we make to effect change in the 
world will create discomfort, resistance, and opposition. Given that these challenges are 
unavoidable, however, our real task is simply to decide what, in the face of these challenges, 
we will do next.  

How to change yourse l f  

The primary reason we choose to work with others—not only colleagues and friends but 
opponents and enemies—is because we think that together we can accomplish something 
that we all want to accomplish but that none of us can accomplish alone. We therefore need 
to pay attention to what is going on in our shared external context and amongst the people 
we are working with. But we must also pay attention to ourselves: what we are thinking, 
feeling, and wanting; our intentions, projections, and reactions; and what we are actually 
doing, in line with our espoused actions or not, and the impact we are having.  

Twenty-five years after I first went to Cape Town to participate in the Mont Fleur project, 
South Africans are still struggling to effect their difficult transition away from apartheid 
towards an egalitarian society. Over these years worked a lot in South Africa, including on 
the 2008-9 Dinokeng Scenarios, which posited three possible futures for the relationship 
between civil society and the government: Walk Apart, Walk Behind, and Walk Together. One 
of the members of that team, political scientist Steven Friedman, made the crucial and 
counter-intuitive observation that the egalitarian and collaborative Walk Together scenario 
would involve not only dialoguing but also lots of fighting.  

More recently Friedman wrote that South Africans will only be able to make progress on 
their complex challenges if they are able to focus not just on what is happening around them 
but also on what they themselves must do differently: 

Our problem is not that we are in the midst of a crisis—it is that we are not. Saying 
that we need a crisis sounds odd in a country in which people constantly throw the 
word about. It becomes less odd when we remember what “crisis” originally meant. 
While today it is often used to talk about calamities (particularly in this country), it 
originally meant “turning point” or “a time when difficult decisions must be taken.” 
In the early 1990s, there was a real sense of crisis here—just about everyone with 
influence believed we needed to change course and there was heated debate on what 
we should do. It was this which produced a new constitution. Now we have much 
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talk of calamity, but very little on changing course. And so we have placed on hold 
the difficult discussions that could lead the country out of a cul de sac. The key 
reason is that the pressures for change that emerged [out of recent developments] 
have been replaced by a fixation on individual politicians. 

Focusing only on others, including elected leaders, distracts us from what Buber called “the 
entire bold undertaking”: starting off by doing our own work. The boon that we obtain by 
shifting our attention from what others are doing to what we ourselves are doing is that now, 
all of a sudden, we have the opportunity to effect change. Instead of blaming others and 
pushing or cajoling or waiting for them to do their work, we can get on with our own. 

But focusing on our selves is not the same as being self-centered. Being self-centered means 
arrogantly overestimating the correctness, importance, and value of our own perspectives 
and actions, and underestimating those of others. Self-centeredness is an impediment to 
collaboration both because it distorts our understanding of the situation we are in and what 
we need to do, and because it creates conflicts with the others we are discounting. 

We contract self-centeredly when we are frightened of losing our position and identity. More 
than only being afraid of failing, we are afraid of being a failure. Moreover, many of our most 
cherished identities—expert, professional, authority, leader, hero—impede collaboration 
because they place us above or apart from others. Collaborating with others, especially 
others who do not agree with or like or trust us, requires us to join with them as equals. As 
Anja Koehne said, it requires us to abandon “feeling superior as a condition of being.” 

Leadership scholar Bill Torbert once told me, “The old activist quip, ‘If you’re not part of 
the solution, you’re part of the problem’ actually misses a more important point, which is 
that if you are not part of the problem then you cannot be part of the solution.” Unless we 
can grasp how what we are doing is contributing to our situation being as it is, then we will 
have no way to change that situation—except from the outside, by force. Collaborating 
requires that we see ourselves as part of—and not above or apart from—the situation we are 
trying to address. I can telephone home to say that I will be late “because I am in traffic” or 
“because I am traffic.” The latter explanation explicitly opens up my options to work with 
others to change the situation. 

The alternative to black and white, us versus them thinking is, then, the colorful thinking 
that sees all of us as parts of a larger systemic whole. This requires loosening our fierce 
attachment to our own opinions, interests, positions, wishes, and identities. It means 
becoming less childishly egotistical and more maturely humble. My Thai colleague Sumit 
Champrasit once told me that the primary impediment he saw to collaboration was people 
pushing to have things their own way, and I asked him why he did not also do this. He 
replied simply, “It’s not important.” We become more skillful collaborators when we realize 
that, in general, having things our own way is not what is most important. 

Tough collaboration demands that—contrary to what might seem natural—we stretch 
towards rather than contract away from the other. Slowly and erratically over the last 25 
years, I have become more skillful at doing this. All of my learning has been from 
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collaborative situations that I found difficult—when others did not act as I wanted them to 
and so forced me to pause and find a different way forward. My enemies therefore have 
been among my greatest teachers. Even now, I often contract in fear, but I can catch myself 
more quickly than I used to and so can choose to stretch in spite of the fear. I understand 
better what tough collaboration really takes and so am better able to make my way forward.    

We collaborate with our enemies, even though it is difficult and dangerous, because we think 
that we need to do so to get where we are trying to go. And when we do so, we are offered a 
surprising gift: our own growth. Working together with people we don’t agree with or like or 
trust enables us to stretch and to become larger and better versions of ourselves. Writer 
Joseph Campbell said, “the privilege of a lifetime is being who you are.” If we let them, our 
enemies can help us become who we are. 


