
 

This post is the draft introduction to a new book entitled Collaborating with the Enemy: 
How to Work with People You Don’t Agree with or Like or Trust, written by Adam 
Kahane of Reos Partners and forthcoming from Berrett-Koehler in June 2017.  

“I Could Never Work with Those People!” 

I had recently started to work on a project to deal with the complex and contentious 
issues of trade, migration, and security along the U.S.-Mexico border.1 The project 
team included leaders from across the whole system: politicians from different 
parties, police chiefs, business owners, trade unionists, religious leaders, journalists, 
activists. They had all chosen to participate because they were concerned about the 
border situation and hoped that together they could make it better. I thought the 
issues were important—not only for this border region but for others around the 
world—and was happy to be involved.  

We had just had our first team workshop and it had been difficult. In the region and in 
the team, fear, mistrust, and defensiveness were high. The team had begun to talk 
gingerly about what was going on along the border and what they could do about it. 
There had been some occasions when they had felt confused and frustrated, some 
abrupt adjustments to the agenda, and some arguments within the local organizing 
team. A few of the organizers thought that I, as the leader of the external 
consultants, had not done a good enough job and they wrote a critical note that they 
circulated amongst themselves. 

One of my friends showed the note to me. I felt offended and upset. These organizers 
were challenging my expertise and professionalism behind my back. I was frightened 
that the accomplishment and income I was expecting from the project were at risk. I 
thought that I needed to defend myself, and so I sent off first one, then a second, and 
then a third email explaining why in my expert view what I had done in the workshop 
had been correct. I knew that I had made some mistakes but was worried that if I 
admitted these now I would be opening myself up to greater danger. I was certain that 
overall I was right and they were wrong: that they were the villains and I was the 
victim. 

As the week went on and I had conversations with various people involved in the 
project, my attitude hardened. I thought that the organizers who were blaming me for 
the problems we were having were unconscionably betraying our team effort and me. I 
fought back and blamed them. I became increasingly suspicious, mistrustful, assertive, 
and rigid. I also wanted to keep myself safe and so became increasingly cautious and 
canny. I decided that I didn’t agree with or like or trust these organizers and didn’t 
want to engage with them on this matter or to work with them anymore. What I really 
wanted was for them to quit and for the whole unpleasantness to disappear. 

* * * 

This short, sharp conflict enabled me to feel in my gut a challenge that I had been 
thinking about for a long time. In order to make progress on this important project, I 
needed to work with others. These others included people I did not agree with or like 
or trust. I slipped easily into thinking of these others as my enemies. Maybe I had a 
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basis for this thinking or maybe I didn’t, but in any event the way I dealt with the 
situation did not help me move the project forward.  

In this ordinary incident I enacted a common behavior or syndrome that I call 
enemyizing: thinking and acting as if the people we are dealing with are our enemies. 
In different contexts we use different words with subtly different connotations for 
these people from whom we are differentiating ourselves: others, rivals, competitors, 
opponents, adversaries, enemies. We use these characterizations often, in both 
ordinary and extraordinary contexts, sometimes thoughtfully and sometimes casually, 
even habitually. But the enemies are always the others: those people. It’s like the jokes 
about the conjugation of irregular verbs such as, “I am firm, you are obstinate, he is a 
pig-headed fool.” The enemyizing equivalent is, “I see things differently, you are 
wrong, she is the enemy.”  

Sometimes other people are actively opposed and hostile to us and so construct 
themselves as our enemies. But more often we construct them as our enemies. 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.”2  

We observe enemyizing all around us, in two spheres. It is most easily visible in the 
political sphere, where public actors who are trying to assert power openly identify 
others not only as opponents but as enemies: people who are wrong or evil and who 
need to be defeated or eliminated. These enemies are identified variously as terrorists 
and infidels, immigrants and racists, corporations and environmentalists, 
conservatives and liberals, nationalists and cosmopolitans, the 1% and socialists, and 
so on.  

Enemyizing is a way to understand and deal with differences and conflicts and 
struggles for power. It simplifies into black and white our overwhelmingly complex 
and full-color reality, and so enables us to clarify what is going on and mobilize 
energies to deal with it. But, as journalist H.L. Mencken says, “There is always an easy 
solution to every human problem—neat, plausible, and wrong.”3 Our enemyizing, 
which feels exciting and satisfying, even righteous and heroic, often obscures rather 
than clarifies the reality of the challenges we face. It amplifies differences and 
conflicts; it narrows the space for problem solving and creativity; and it distracts us, 
with unrealizable dreams of decisive victory, from the real work we need to do.  

Enemyizing, vilifying, and demonizing pervade political discourse all around the 
world. They produce and are produced by polarization, fragmentation, exclusion, and 
violence. Within and across many countries, populations are polarizing economically 
(into haves and have-nots), politically (into parties and factions that do not 
cooperate), and socially (into groups that do not interact). The result, in the words of 
political philosopher John Gardner, is “a war of the parts against the whole.”4 I think 
these developments are dangerous and so have chosen to work on collaborative efforts 
to counteract them. 

But this book is not only about enemyizing in the political sphere. It is also about how 
this same syndrome is mirrored and manifested in the working sphere: in our 
ordinary daily lives. The working-sphere enemyizing by me and my colleagues in the 
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border project team mirrored the political-sphere enemyizing around border issues 
that was taking place in the region. 

It is often more difficult to get things done in the working sphere than in the political 
one. This is surprising because we are so aware of the breakdowns in local and global 
political life that are dramatized in the media every day. But in our working lives we 
face the same challenges—just closer to home and with fewer resources. The fact that 
the working sphere is more ordinary and normalized makes it harder to see and more 
prone to getting stuck. Author Alain de Botton makes the same point about the family 
sphere: “We allow for complexity, and therefore make accommodations for 
disagreement and its patient resolution, in most of the big areas of life: international 
trade, immigration, oncology. But when it comes to domestic existence, we tend to 
make a fateful presumption of ease.”5 

Enemyizing is a dangerous manifestation of an increasingly common 
breakdown. We are trying to collaborate but are not succeeding; we 
become annoyed and frustrated and blame the others; we get angry and 
enemyize. 

This breakdown has become common because of two diverging trends. Collaborating 
is the most ordinary activity in the world: people have always needed to work with 
others to get things done, whether as hunters, farmers, traders, or craftspersons. And 
as our societies have become more complex and globalized, more of us need to 
collaborate more, across more organizations and geographies and cultures.  

But while our need to collaborate has been increasing, our capacity to do so has been 
decreasing. We are less and less able to organize our working together through 
hierarchies: through making people do what we want them to do. Democratization 
means people are less deferential to established authorities. Individualism means 
more people want to do things their own way. Technological advances mean people 
have more information and more voice and are connected through peer networks. The 
distinguishing feature of contemporary collaboration is therefore that it is horizontal 
rather than hierarchical. Increasingly we need to work with people we don’t know and 
who are different from us, and—crucially—whom we do not and can not control.  

Sociologist Richard Sennett observes similar trends in everyday life. He writes about 
“a demanding and difficult kind of cooperation; it tries to join people who have 
separate or conflicting interests, who do not feel good about each other, who are 
unequal, or who simply do not understand one another. The most important fact 
about hard cooperation is that it requires skill: listening well, behaving tactfully, 
finding points of agreement and managing disagreement, or avoiding frustration is a 
difficult discussion.” He argues that “modern society is ‘de-skilling’ people in 
practicing cooperation. People are losing the skills to deal with intractable differences 
as material inequality isolates them, and short-term labor makes their social contacts 
more superficial and activates anxiety about the Other. We are losing the skills of 
cooperation needed to make a complex society work.”6 

Faced with this widening gap between our increasing need to collaborate and our 
decreasing capacity to do so, we enemyize. When we are struggling to work with 
people we don’t know and who are different from us and whom we cannot boss 
around—whom often we don’t agree with or like or trust—we can easily slip into seeing 
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and treating them as enemies, as I did in the border project. How can we avoid this 
enemyizing trap? How can we succeed in collaborating with diverse others?  

* * * 

To get things done in our daily lives, we almost always need to work with others. If 
these others are people we agree with and like and trust, or whom we control, then we 
can move forward in a straightforward way to get things done. But if they are people 
we don’t agree with or like or trust, and whom we cannot control, 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, 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, where we think we need to work with people we don’t agree with or 
like or trust, 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 feel uncomfortable saying it out loud—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. In these situations, although we see 
that we need to collaborate with those people, we don’t see how we can do so 
successfully. This is why we often end up stuck. 

The tension we experience in these tough contexts is contained in the double meaning 
of the word “collaborate.” One definition is simply “to work jointly with.” The other is 
“to cooperate traitorously with the enemy.”7 So we think that in order to make our way 
forward we must work with others, including with people we don’t agree with or like 
or trust. And at the same time we think that in order to avoid being traitors, we must 
not work with them. How can we resolve this tension? 

* * *  

You can collaborate by following five simple imperatives: 

1. You need to collaborate. 
2. You need to focus on the good of the whole. 
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3. You need to agree on the problem and on the solution. 
4. You need to know where you are going. 
5. You need to change people. 

This is the way to collaborate that I learned during my studies and from my first jobs. 
It always seemed obvious and reasonable to me. It is what I have tended to default to 
in my working life.  

When we are in straightforward situations, with high control and low 
conflict, this “conventional collaboration” can work fine. In other words, 
when we are working in systems that we can predict or direct, with people 
who all agree or can be compelled to go along, then we can implement 
these five simple imperatives successfully. But when we are in tough 
situations, with low control and high conflict, this approach cannot be 
successful. 

So our collaborating runs into difficulty when we try to employ the conventional 
approach in tough situations. We do this because we know that the conventional 
approach works: it is familiar and comfortable and we don’t realize that it only works 
in straightforward situations. So when we find ourselves in tough situations, we 
instinctively tense up and double down on conventional collaboration—and we fail. “It 
ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble,” the quip goes. “It’s what you 
know for sure that just ain’t so.” 

In tough situations, then, employing conventional collaboration produces frustration, 
stuckness, and enemyization. An “unconventional approach” is therefore required. 
What would an unconventional approach to collaboration that worked in tough 
situations look like? 

I learn the hard way. I do things that don’t work and then notice this and so try 
something different. The best coaching I have ever gotten about this kind of learning 
was from a dental technician in Boston. I had had some mouth surgery and afterwards 
had been on an airplane and had knocked my head on the overhead compartment, 
which sent shooting pains through my jaw. I went back to the dental office and 
complained to the technician that when I hit my fist against my head, it really hurt. 
She looked at me and simply said, “If it hurts, then stop doing it.” 

This is how I have come to learn an unconventional approach to collaborating in tough 
situations. I noticed that the conventional approach I was using was not working—it 
hurt—and so tried other approaches. A quarter-century of trial and error with 
collaborating in both political and working spheres has enabled me to discern a 
workable unconventional way, which I outline in this book. 

Collaboration is often both necessary and difficult—more difficult than it 
is commonly made out to be. In tough situations, conventional 
collaboration does not work because it misunderstands what 
collaboration in these contexts really takes. In such situations all five of 
the conventional approach’s imperatives turn out to be oversimplified and 
incomplete. These black and white imperatives are too narrow and 
contracted: if we follow them in tough situations then we will get stuck.  
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An unconventional approach to collaborating requires us to go beyond 
these five misunderstandings. We need to develop a new understanding of 
and approach to collaborating. We need to stretch. 

 

1 All of the stories from my own experiences that I relate in this book, including this one, are 
based on my observations and reflections and conversations with colleagues. But in this one case 
of the “border issues” project, I have disguised the project and the participants so as to be able to 
recount the dynamics in detail. 
2 Umberto Eco, Inventing the Enemy (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), 2.  
3 Quoted in Walter Winchell, “Walter Winchell On Broadway”, The Laredo Times, November 9, 
1949. 
4 John Gardner, On Leadership (New York: Free Press, 1993), 95. 
5 Alain de Botton, The Course of Love (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2016), p. 52. 
6 Richard Sennett, Together: The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2012), pp 6-9. 
7 The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983). 


