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Preface

How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now

we have some hope of making progress.

Niels Bohr, Niels Bohr: The Man, His Science, and the World They Changed

The most important, difficult, and complicated challenges

we face in conflict are also the simplest and most

straightforward. How do we guide destructive interactions

in a more positive direction? How do we change a hostile,

competitive relationship into a partnership for change?

How do we find a way through seemingly intractable

differences about values or resources? Although there are

no easy answers to these challenges, there are simple ones.

For example:

When communication breaks down, adversaries need to

listen more and argue less.

When disputants are locked into a negative and

competitive interchange, they should each try to identify

possible avenues for cooperation.

When stuck in opposing positions, disputants should

explore underlying interests and concerns and look for

integrative options.

When two people are enraged at each other but depend

on each other, they need to examine the source of their

anger and find ways of being a bit less dependent.

When opponents are sure they are right and the other

side is wrong, they should entertain doubt.

The very simplicity of the answers to so many of conflict's

challenges makes this kind of advice almost banal. But if

the advice is simple, what is necessary to implement it is



very difficult indeed. Much of the best wisdom about

conflict offers practical advice about how to approach

conflict differently, how to communicate better, or how to

problem solve more effectively. But conflict takes place in

the chaotic world of human society, fraught with intense

emotions, complex interactional systems, long histories,

and troubling power dynamics. So while the answers may

seem simple, the path to them is very complex. To make

our way down this path, we need new ways to understand

conflict and the choices it presents. Whether we are trying

to work our own way through a difficult dispute or help

others to do so, the biggest challenge we face is finding

new ways to think about conflict that open up new and

practical approaches to engaging in it in the messy,

unpredictable, complex world in which we live.

I present seven paradoxes in this book—all seeming

contradictions that frame how we make sense of conflict.

Each poses an essential dilemma for how we approach

conflict, how we think about it, and how we can move

forward in a productive way. In each, we seem to face a

difficult choice between two alternatives, neither of which

is entirely acceptable.

Competition and cooperation

Optimism and realism

Avoidance and engagement

Principle and compromise

Emotions and logic

Neutrality and advocacy

Community and autonomy

We grow in our ability to handle conflict, and we help

others to grow as well, when we realize that we do not have



to choose between these stark alternatives. They are not

mutually exclusive; each element of each polarity implies

and indeed requires the other. We mature in our capacity to

engage and intervene in conflict by developing a deeper

understanding and comfort with these paradoxes—both by

working on them for ourselves and honing our ability to

help others. We may not do this consciously or intentionally,

but this challenge is so essential to effective conflict work

that is natural for us to grapple with it.

This book describes these paradoxes and discusses how we

tend to pose them as intractable dilemmas or opposites—

that is, as contradictions requiring a difficult choice—and

argues that they are not contradictions at all, but

codependent realities. I discuss these paradoxes always

with an eye to both the conceptual and practical challenges

we face: how do we understand this, and what does this

mean for practice?

We can view each of these paradoxes independently, and

some no doubt will resonate more with individual readers

than others. But taken together, they present a powerful

way of understanding the challenges presented by conflict.

The Conflict Paradox builds on previous works but also

departs from them in significant ways. As with earlier

writings, I try here to deepen our understanding of our role

and purpose in conflict work and the conceptual

frameworks that guide us. But I go a step further in this

book by examining and challenging the fundamental way

we think about conflict itself—and in particular the

polarized, bifurcated view we tend to take of it. I came to

this by reflecting on what appeared to be at the core of my

own conflict work and my thinking about conflict, but also

by considering what seemed to me to be at the heart of

some of the most influential contributions to conflict theory

and conflict intervention by leading scholars and



practitioners. I hope that this book will contribute to a

better understanding of how we can engage and intervene

in conflict more effectively and that it will challenge

readers to reflect on what they actually do that makes a

difference in conflict.

I have addressed this book to conflict specialists such as

mediators, advocates, coaches, facilitators, and

collaborative practitioners, but also to conflict participants.

I have used examples throughout from both perspectives,

and each of the chapters can be viewed through the lenses

of conflict engagement and conflict intervention. Readers of

my previous books will not be surprised that I have avoided

focusing on conflict resolution, because I believe that is

only one part of our purpose in conflict—and concentrating

on this often leads us away from the more important work

we have to do. Instead, our goal as interveners and as

participants in conflict is to promote more constructive

approaches to conflict engagement.

I also have not focused on the professional role of the third

party, although many of my examples come from situations

in which I participated as such. While the work of

mediators, facilitators, fact finders, and others who

function as “third siders” is important, other conflict

intervention roles are also crucial to constructive conflict

engagement. Advocates, coaches, system designers,

strategic advisers, substantive experts, and many others

who are not in an ostensibly neutral role also fulfill

essential functions, and this book is also addressed to

them. I directly address this in chapter 7, “Neutrality and

Advocacy.”

I have been privileged to work across a wide range of

disputes, and this has shaped my understanding of conflict.

If a dynamic seems significant across multiple arenas of

conflict, it seems likely that it reflects a fundamental truth



about conflict. The seven paradoxes that I describe apply

across all arenas of conflict, and I provide examples of how

they operate from widely different contexts. I use family,

organizational, interpersonal, small and large group,

community, societal, and international disputes throughout

as illustrations of the paradoxes in operation.

Some of the examples are drawn from specific conflicts that

I have worked on. Some are amalgams of several different

but similar disputes, and a few describe from a new

perspective disputes presented in previous works. Some

are public conflicts; others are confidential. In a few of

them, I was a disputant, observer, or consultant and not an

intervener. Unless a conflict was public, I have changed the

facts to protect confidentiality but have tried to maintain

the interactional dynamics. And where I report direct

dialogue, this is reconstructed from memory.

This book is also more personal than my earlier works. I

have included throughout descriptions of my own path and

struggles in developing a constructive approach to conflict.

Additionally, each chapter ends with a section containing

personal and professional reflections in which I focus on

how I developed the ideas described in the chapter and

how I have applied these to my work and my life. These

sections are intended to share my own ongoing efforts to be

a reflective practitioner. I hope that they will help readers

to engage in their own reflections about their approach to

conflict.

November 2014

Bernie Mayer

Kingsville, Ontario
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Chapter One

The Art of Conflict

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold

two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still

retain the ability to function.

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up

When we intervene in conflict, whatever our role, we

inevitably address how people think about their disputes.

We may believe that we are trying to hammer out an

agreement, change the way people communicate, or help

them through a healing and recovery process. However, we

do not really change the dynamics of a conflict unless we

change how those involved see the challenges before them,

the people they are in conflict with, or the way in which the

conflict has arisen and developed.

This is also true for ourselves. Unless we change how we

make sense of our own conflicts, we are unlikely to change

the fundamental way in which we approach them. These

changes may be minor or transformative; they may be

conscious or unrecognized; and it may never be clear to

anyone, including ourselves, just what happened to alter

these narratives. But unless disputants understand and

experience their situation in an altered way, they are

unlikely to improve their approach significantly, and the

impact of our intervention will not only be ineffective but

will probably be unrecognized.

Although changing how people think may seem like a

daunting task, it lies at the heart of how we repeatedly

make a difference in conflict. Conflict professionals, as a

field of practice, have equated our impact on conflict with

the intervention roles we play (mediation, facilitation,



arbitration, advocacy, systems design, coaching), the

tactics we use (reframing, active listening, looking for

agreements in principle, identifying underlying interests,

empowering participants), the forums we employ and

create (negotiations, policy dialogues, consensus decision-

making processes, restorative justice programs, settlement

conferences), or the purposes we bring (resolution,

transformation, healing, peace building, communication,

decision making, engagement). All of these are important

defining principles for how we approach our work in

conflict, but none really gets at the heart of how we make a

difference. Though important tactics, processes, and roles,

exactly how do they move a conflict forward in a more

productive direction?

In Dynamics of Conflict (2012), I discuss five essential

elements that we bring to the table as conflict interveners

that make a difference in the way people interact. In

essence, we

Create a new structure of interaction

Bring a set of skills that help promote more constructive

interchanges

Introduce a specific approach to intervention

Bring our values

Incorporate our personal qualities

Each of these helps frame the way we work on conflict and

is an important avenue for making a difference. But just

how do they make a difference?

I suggest in this book that the core of what we do is to help

disputants change their approach to seven fundamental

paradoxes about the nature of conflict. We can understand

each of these as a dilemma, polarity, contradiction, duality,



or paradox that frames how people view conflict and that

limits their ability to be flexible and creative. Everyone

involved in a dispute, including conflict professionals, tends

to stumble over these polarities or tries to find easy ways to

rectify the very real contradictions they represent. The

more people succumb to dualistic thinking in response to

these polarities, the more they become trapped in a

conflict. And the more we as interveners buy into these

dualities, the less effective we are in helping others find a

constructive way to move forward. However, if we're able

to see these polarities as guideposts for finding a way

through conflict—and that each element of them is an

essential part of the larger truth that conflict presents—we

can achieve profound and meaningful intervention.

We can view these polarities collectively as the conflict

paradox—the inevitable and defining contradictions that we

face when deciding how to approach a conflictual

interaction. In essence, the conflict paradox is about the

intellectual and emotional maturity that we bring to

conflict. The higher the stakes, the greater our tendency to

view these polarities in a more primitive or immature way—

to believe that we must choose between one side or the

other and to see one element as right and the other as

wrong. For example, we may view the situation as either

hopeless or as very resolvable. We may feel that we cannot

trust the other side or that we should fully trust them. We

may decide to engage fully in conflict or to avoid it entirely.

We may believe that we take either a thoroughly

cooperative stance or we zealously compete. In this way,

conflict induces a dualistic and simplistic way of thinking.

But effective conflict work requires a more sophisticated,

nuanced, and complex approach that recognizes that in

most instances, both sides of these polarities must be

embraced, and we have to get past understanding them as

contradictions. The central premise of this book is that



these polarities are genuine paradoxes. They appear to

offer either-or choices or divergent realities, but the higher

truth is the one that embraces the unity of both elements.

This does not mean that we necessarily accept in a

nondiscriminatory manner the truth or the validity of all

approaches to conflict. We may continue to believe that one

side has the moral high ground, the more reasonable

approach, the greater need, or the more persuasive

argument. But it doesn't serve us well to allow this belief to

lead us into a primitive view of the conflict or the potential

approaches that can be taken to it. And it is our job as

interveners to help disputants see the situation they are in

and choices they face in a more sophisticated way.

We do this by working on seven essential dilemmas that

disputants face in approaching a conflict. Each of these is

generally experienced as a polarity or dualism—a pair of

opposites that require a decisive choice between them. The

challenge we face is to help others—and ourselves—move

to a more nuanced, more complex, and less bifurcated view.

Of course, disputants seldom understand it in these terms.

As a result, they often fail to recognize the process of

choosing how to view a conflict or even the fact that we are

choosing a view at all. However, in conflicts large and

small, intense or mild, we must find a way of working with

these dualities. The way we do this determines to a large

extent how we think about conflict and therefore how we

react to it.

We will discuss each of these conflicts in a separate

chapter. Taken together, they constitute the conflict

paradox:

Competition and cooperation We view these as

opposite strategies that disputants must choose

between. A more nuanced view may suggest a mixed



strategy, combining cooperative and competitive moves,

but it's even harder to grasp that competition requires

cooperation, and without competition the motivation to

cooperate is absent. Almost every move we make in

conflict involves both cooperative and competitive

elements; without one, we really cannot have the other.

Optimism and realism Optimism without realism is

not meaningful; realism without optimism is a dead end.

A constructive approach to conflict can occur only when

both are at play—when we are motivated by optimism

and guided by realism.

Avoidance and engagement We cannot avoid or

address all conflict. In addition, all conflict moves

involve a mixture of conscious and unconscious

decisions about how and what to engage and avoid. The

decision to address one conflict inevitably involves a

decision to avoid another.

Principle and compromise People tend to act as if

compromising on important issues is unprincipled or

cowardly. We believe we must decide whether to carry

on a conflict in a principled manner (i.e., in accordance

with our most important values or beliefs) or to

compromise on something essential to us; yet we never

want to forgo our essential principles, because they are

the guideposts that help us through all of our decisions

in conflict. But without compromise, we can do nothing

to advance them.

Emotions and logic We frequently hear that the key to

dealing with conflict or being effective in negotiations is

to be rational and to hold our emotions at bay. However,

emotions are an important source of power and an

essential tool for moving through conflict constructively.



Neutrality and advocacy The line between these

approaches to conflict is much thinner than we may

think. Conflict interveners have to be effective advocates

for disputing parties and for the process while bringing

an impartial perspective.

Community and autonomy The dynamic tension

between our need for community (interdependence with

others in our lives) and autonomy (independence)

infuses our thinking and action throughout conflict.

All disputants have to deal with these polarities, and all

interveners have to find a way of helping parties find their

way through them. Together, they define the conflict

paradox; simultaneously, they are our greatest challenge as

interveners and offer us the greatest potential to make a

genuine difference. We can see every move that someone

makes during conflict as an expression of at least a

momentary choice about how to handle these dilemmas,

and every intervention by a conflict specialist as an effort to

help people approach them in a more nuanced and

sophisticated way.

What We Bring to the Table and What

the Table Brings to Us

As in all professional endeavors, what we as interveners

think we are all about and what is important to us are not

always the same as what our clients want or what the

circumstances allow. For example, conflict professionals

tend to believe that the purpose of our intervention is to

find an outcome that meets everyone's needs as much as

possible—a fair, reasonable, balanced way forward through

a conflict. But this is often not even close to what

disputants want or to what a decision-making structure

may allow. Consider the following scenario:



Pauline had worked for HZD Industries for three years.

She had filed several grievances during this time,

mostly against her immediate supervisor, Luis. None of

these had led to a favorable finding for Pauline, who

felt exploited and misunderstood by “the system.” After

a couple of unsatisfactory performance appraisals (both

of which Pauline dismissed as yet another example of

Luis's determination to “get her”), HZD's management

terminated Pauline. Again she grieved, and came to

mediation requesting reinstatement, a pay raise, and an

apology from the company.

In a circumstance such as this, it may be that the company

wants to agree on a reasonable severance package and that

Pauline's most important goal is to receive guidance and

financial assistance while moving on to a new job. If that is

the case, there is at least some overlap between each

party's goals and the purpose of the interveners. But it may

also be that while management feels obligated to go

through mediation, they also believe that they have already

given all they can or “put up with enough” from Pauline.

And perhaps Pauline is simply determined to give them a

piece of her mind and to find a way to “publicly shame

them.” In that case, our goal as interveners may well be at

cross-purposes with those of the parties. We may realize

while working through these competing goals that this case

has no business being mediated—or it may cause us to

redefine our objectives in some way.

Every intervention poses this dilemma, in a sense, because

interveners and disputants inevitably have different goals

or needs. Where an intervener may want to lower the level

of conflict or end it altogether, a disputant may want to

have her say and to get her way as much as possible. And

while interveners see the necessity of giving everyone

involved a voice at the table and an opportunity to promote

their legitimate interests, disputants are usually more



interested in making sure their own voices are heard and

their own concerns addressed. They do not necessarily care

whether other parties are satisfied or have had a significant

voice in the outcome.

These differences are not signs of poor faith, but they are

important. They reflect the different roles that disputants

and interveners play in conflict and the necessarily

different values and goals that accompany them. One result

of these differences is that disputants and interveners often

come down on different sides of a paradox. Our response as

interveners often is to try to balance an overemphasis on

one element by promoting the opposite. Unfortunately, if

we merely seek balance—instead of trying to move beyond

the polarity—we may evoke resistance and can actually

create a more entrenched view of the choices that people

face. For example, consider the following possible

approaches that interveners might take in Pauline's case:

Pauline and HZD see themselves in a competitive

relationship and feel the need to compete effectively. In

response, interveners may want to urge them to

cooperate and look for integrative outcomes.

Pauline and HZD feel pretty hopeless about coming to

any agreement, and as a result interveners feel that they

should be encouraging and optimistic.

Pauline and HZD view this as a matter of principle,

whereas interveners try to encourage compromise.

Pauline and HZD want to assert their independence

(autonomy) from each other by denying that they are in

any way dependent or vulnerable to the other, whereas

interveners may want to encourage them to look at their

interdependence (community) by focusing on potential

areas of mutual interest.



Because of the difference between what we bring to the

table as interveners and what the disputants want—or what

the structure of the interaction demands—interveners are

always negotiating our way through these polarities. This is

the heart of our challenge. We do not meet this challenge,

however, by asserting only one side of the polarity—usually

in opposition to the element that we believe is perpetuating

a conflict. We meet it by embracing both aspects—in

Pauline's case, the need for her to compete effectively if

cooperation has any chance to succeed. We must seek the

truth that encompasses both sides of these polarities

(remember that genuine optimism must be realistic). When

we truly grasp that what we perceive to be polarities and

mutually contradictory choices are not that at all—but are,

in fact, paradoxically, essential aspects of the same reality

—then we can begin to make a difference in how we

approach a conflict.

How Contradictions Make Us Who We

Are

Why is it that conflicts or disputes are the defining

characteristic of our field? These terms are the central

concept in the names of most major professional

organizations in the United States (for example the

Association of Dispute Resolution, the Dispute Resolution

Section of the ABA, the International Association for

Conflict Management) and elsewhere (for example, LEADR

Association of Dispute Resolvers in Australia and New

Zealand; Centre for Effective Dispute Resolution [CEDR] in

the UK; the African Centre for the Constructive Resolution

of Disputes [ACCORD] in South Africa). Most graduate

programs also organize their names around the concept of

conflict or dispute intervention. The major alternative is to

invoke a role (mediation—International Academy of



Mediators) or a type of conflict (Association of Family and

Conciliation Courts) that references, conflict by implication.

We have become so accustomed to this that we don't

question it, but it is not completely obvious that we should

be organizing ourselves around conflict as our defining

focus. We could define ourselves in terms of

communication, decision making, peace building,

negotiation, or problem solving. However, though we often

use these terms as secondary descriptors for our work,

they are not usually at the forefront of our primary

professional identification. Instead, we focus on conflict—

which I think is a good thing.

The entire human experience is defined by conflict. We

evolved through conflict. Conflict is a principle force

governing the growth of social and communal organization;

it is a driving force in our maturation and development. Our

economy is driven by conflict, as is our political process.

We organize entertainment, sports, and recreation around

conflict, and we learn through conflict. Conflict in this

sense does not necessarily mean violence, animosity, or

destructive behavior (although that, of course, is often part

of the picture). Rather, it refers to the interplay of opposing

forces and competing interests. The central role of conflict

in our individual, familial, communal, and societal lives is

why it is such a powerful phenomenon to wrap our

professional identity around, and why our work brings us

so close to the heart of the human experience and in so

many different arenas—from international conflicts to

family disputes, from grievances to large-scale

environmental struggles. It is why the lessons learned in

one area or level of conflict can shed light on the dynamics

in very different arenas. It is why it makes sense for us to

think of our field of practice as extending beyond the

specific substantive types of conflicts we may be involved

with and beyond our particular approach to conflict.



There is something about the nature of conflict itself that

informs our understanding and our intervention no matter

what our practice, which lends a depth to our frameworks

and a significant collective meaning to our work. This does

not imply that if we are experienced in one arena of

practice, we are automatically qualified to work in others. A

divorce mediator is not necessarily skilled at addressing

complex environmental conflicts; an organizational conflict

specialist is not automatically qualified to work on issues of

elder care. But there is a common thread to all these

approaches, and we are more powerful practitioners if we

are open to learning and applying lessons gained from

widely different areas of practice. As important as it is to

develop the specific skills and obtain the particular

knowledge that any one area of conflict intervention

requires, it is also imperative that we continue to delve into

the nature of the underlying unifying concept that ties the

different strands of conflict work together. One of the

universal thrusts of all approaches to conflict and of work

in all arenas of our practice is the need for interveners to

deal with the conflict paradox in some way. Although they

can appear in broadly different forms, the seven key

polarities are almost always present when we deal with

conflict.

In fact, paradoxes and dualities are part of every element of

our lives—and they provide the foundation for some of our

most powerful intellectual traditions. Virtually the entire

course of philosophical investigation into the nature or our

existence is organized around the interplay of ostensibly

conflicting or contradictory ideas, forces, or concepts. For

example, Plato and Aristotle differed on whether the world

of appearance (the realm of senses) or the world of forms

(the realm of essence) should be the primary focus of

philosophical investigation (Copleston 1985). The creative

tension between these two philosophical approaches can be



viewed as the foundational tension for the entire course of

Western philosophy. We can see it in the contending

theologies of St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Augustine (Kenny

1994; Burnell 2005) in the centuries-long debate about the

distinction between the soul and the physical self (Crane

and Patterson 2000), and in the argument between

Descartes and Spinoza over whether there is a genuine

distinction between the immaterial mind and the material

body (Spinoza 1985; Descartes 2008). Current research in

neuroscience has revisited and reframed the debate

between Descartes and Spinoza about the interconnection

between feelings and thinking (Damasio 2003). The central

role of contradictions and their resolution into higher order

of contradictions is at the foundation of both the Hegelian

and Marxist concept of dialectics, where one historical

reality breeds a contradictory reality, in turn leading to a

higher-order reality that combines elements of each (Hegel

2004; Marx and Engels 1972).

Paradoxes and contradictions are central to modern

science as well. The bulk of twentieth-century theoretical

physics was dominated by the struggle between relativity

and quantum mechanics. Both theories have addressed a

seemingly paradoxical phenomenon—the behavior of light

in particular as both a particle and a wave and of the

duality of matter and energy more generally. The tensions

among these apparently contradictory insights continue to

be an essential creative driving force of modern physics

(Lindley 2007). (For a discussion about how the wave

particle dichotomy in physics parallels challenges faced by

negotiators, read Ran Kuttner's “The Wave/Particle Tension

in Negotiation” ({). The theory of evolution deals

extensively with the interplay between competition and

cooperation in the struggle for species survival. We will

return to this in the next chapter when we consider that

particular paradox.



A Developmental Perspective

Developmental psychology provides important insights into

how we respond to conflict. Most developmental

psychologists argue that we proceed through

developmental stages by resolving, in ever more

sophisticated ways, basic conflicts between our individual

needs and the demands of our environment. For example,

Jean Piaget (2001) describes two fundamental mechanisms

by which infants and children develop an awareness and

the capacity to make sense of the world around them:

assimilation and accommodation. He describes assimilation

as involving the incorporation of new information within

our existing way of thinking; in accommodation, we change

our thinking to account for new information. Throughout

life, there is ongoing interaction and struggle between

these two approaches that is essential to our cognitive

development. As we mature, we develop more complex and

therefore adaptive methods of making sense of the world,

but these two approaches are continually in play.

Piaget's work has been modified and adapted by others,

most notably by Lawrence Kohlberg (1981), who focuses on

the child's moral development; Carol Gilligan (1982), who

has brought in the perspective of feminist theory; and

Robert Kegan (1994), who has incorporated a cultural and

environmental perspective. Kegan suggests that as we

reach more advanced developmental levels, we increase

our ability to handle complexity, and he makes particular

reference to our capacity to deal with paradox,

contradiction, and dialectical processes.

Conflict provides us with both an opportunity to grow and a

vehicle to regress. As disputes escalate, we are more likely

to resort to ways of thinking and behaving that are

characteristic of earlier stages of development. Our

challenge in working on conflict is therefore to help



promote more complex thinking that accepts ambiguity, the

truth in seemingly contradictory realities, and the truth in

the contradiction or paradoxes themselves.

There is a well-known fable about two Jews in conflict who

consult their rabbi, who in traditional village culture was

not only a religious leader but an arbiter of conflicts as

well. One version of this parable relates the tale of a

married couple who have been fighting furiously and are

considering a divorce. The woman goes to the rabbi and

complains about her husband's poor record as a provider,

father, and partner. After listening carefully, the rabbi

replies that he understands her point of view and that,

indeed, she is right. Then he speaks to the man, who says

that no matter how hard he tries, how much he contributes,

and how patient he is, all he gets from his wife is criticism,

rejection, complaints, and anger. The rabbi again listens

carefully, appreciates his point of view, and tells him that

he is, indeed, right. After the man leaves, the rabbi's wife,

who has heard all of this from the next room, confronts her

husband, saying that they presented conflicting stories and

can't both be right. After due consideration, the rabbi turns

to her and says, “I understand what you are saying. You are

right.”

In a sense, this is what all effective conflict intervention is

about—developing a greater capacity to accept the truth in

seemingly contradictory realities, needs, and points of view.

There is not only truth in each side of a polarity, but the

polarity itself conveys a truth. A key intervention challenge,

therefore, is to help people approach situations that are

likely to induce more primitive ways of thinking with

instead a more complex and sophisticated mindset.


