INSIGHT 8

Psychotherapy as the Unlearning of Conflict

Author: Dustin Wallace

One of the most powerful shifts that can happen in psychotherapy isn't necessarily about solving a
problem or gaining insight. It's something quieter, but far more foundational: the realization that our
minds aren't actually divided. That deep within, there is no real war going on—only the appearance of
one.

Many people come into therapy believing their minds are a battlefield: conflicting thoughts, opposing
feelings, a constant push-and-pull between “this is good” and “this is bad,” “this is who I should be”
and “this is who I am.” Over time, this internal friction becomes so familiar that it starts to feel like just
“how it is.”

But what if this inner conflict is not a necessary part of being human? What if it's just a pattern—an
automatic way of thinking and responding that can be seen, questioned, and eventually let go of?

The false choice: attack or escape

Most of us operate from a mental habit we rarely notice: when we feel uncomfortable, anxious,
uncertain, or overwhelmed, our minds tend to do one of two things. We either attack what we're
experiencing—Dby criticizing, judging, fixing, analyzing—or we escape from it—by numbing out,
distracting ourselves, avoiding.

This either/or way of handling life is so quick and automatic that it often feels like the only option. But
it's not. In fact, one of the surprising gifts of psychotherapy is discovering that this pattern doesn't
have to run the show.

Instead of reacting to discomfort by attacking or escaping, we can learn to stay. To notice what's
happening without doing something to it. Not passively, but with presence. With clarity. And with the
understanding that nothing within us needs to be fought or fled from.

Letting go of the pattern

When we begin to see that the habit of attack-or-escape is just that—a habit—we also begin to see that
we are not defined by it. We realize that beneath the inner noise and stress of this divided mind, there's
something much simpler. A kind of baseline experience that feels whole, grounded, and steady.

This isn't some idealized or perfected state. It's not about never having hard feelings or difficult
thoughts again. It's simply the recognition that we can stop fueling the internal conflict. That the
struggle is optional. And in doing so, we come into contact with something very natural—our unforced
ability to be with life as it is, without needing to control or avoid it.
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A safe way to navigate

When this realization starts to land, we find something else, too: a growing sense of safety in our own
experience. Not because everything becomes easy or predictable, but because we've stopped treating
our inner world as dangerous.

This shift doesn't happen all at once. It unfolds over time, often in quiet moments—when we choose
not to judge a thought, when we pause instead of react, when we allow ourselves to feel something
without needing to explain it away. These moments may seem small, but they build. They accumulate
into a new way of relating to ourselves.

And with that, stress lessens. Satisfaction increases. Not because the world outside has changed, but
because we're no longer at war inside.

Final thoughts

Psychotherapy, at its best, isn't about perfecting the mind. It's about undoing the conflict that keeps us
from experiencing the simplicity and coherence that's already there, waiting to be uncovered. When we
stop organizing our lives around avoiding discomfort or fighting ourselves, something softer
emerges—a more honest, less defended way of being.

And that might just be what mental health really looks like: not the absence of problems, but the

presence of peace.
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