
 

 
The Best Online Education System in the World 

www.iotsonline.com 
 

 

 
  
 

American Expression E2715 Pour oil on troubled waters 
 
IOTS Publishing Team 
International Online Teachers Society 
 Since 2011 

 
The idiom “pour oil on troubled waters” refers to the act of calming a tense or difficult situation, especially one involving  conflict, 
disagreement, or emotional distress. When someone pours oil on troubled waters, they attempt to soothe emotions, reduce 
hostility, and restore peace among those involved. The phrase carries a positive connotation, suggesting wisdom, patience, and 
the ability to manage interpersonal tensions effectively. 
 
The origin of this expression can be traced to the natural phenomenon in which oil, when poured onto the surface of water, 
smooths out waves and reduces turbulence. This observation was known to sailors for centuries, as oil could calm rough seas in 
certain conditions by reducing surface friction. Over time, this physical effect became a metaphor for calming emotional or social 
disturbances, making the idiom both vivid and intuitive. 
 
In everyday life, pouring oil on troubled waters often involves careful communication and emotional intelligence. For example, 
when two people are arguing, a third person might step in to mediate, encouraging both sides to listen and understand each 
other. This might involve acknowledging feelings, reframing the issue, or suggesting compromises. The goal is not necessarily to 
resolve the conflict immediately, but to reduce tension so that a solution can be found more easily. 
 
In personal relationships, the ability to pour oil on troubled waters is highly valuable. Conflicts are inevitable, but how they are 
managed can determine the strength and longevity of the relationship. Individuals who can remain calm, empathetic, and fair-
minded during disagreements often play a crucial role in maintaining harmony. However, it is also important that such efforts 
are genuine, as superficial attempts to smooth things over without addressing underlying issues may only provide temporary 
relief. 
 
In professional environments, this skill is equally important. Workplace conflicts can arise from misunderstandings, competition, 
or differing perspectives. A manager or colleague who can pour oil on troubled waters helps create a more cooperative and 
productive atmosphere. This might involve facilitating open dialogue, clarifying expectations, or finding common ground. Such 
actions not only resolve immediate tensions but also contribute to a culture of respect and collaboration. 
 
Culturally, the value placed on conflict resolution varies, but the concept of calming disputes is universally recognized. Some 
cultures emphasize direct confrontation followed by resolution, while others prioritize harmony and avoidance of open conflict. 
Regardless of the approach, the idea of pouring oil on troubled waters resonates because it reflects a shared human desire for 
peace and stability in social interactions. 
 
In conclusion, “pour oil on troubled waters” is a meaningful idiom that highlights the importance of calming conflicts and 
fostering harmony. Rooted in a natural phenomenon, it provides a powerful metaphor for managing emotional and social 
tensions. By practicing empathy, patience, and effective communication, individuals can play a vital role in resolving disputes and 
maintaining positive relationships in both personal and professional settings. 
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. What skills are most important for someone trying to pour oil on troubled waters during a conflict? 

2. Can calming a situation sometimes prevent deeper issues from being properly addressed? Why or why not? 

3. How can a third party effectively mediate between two people in disagreement? 

4. In what ways do cultural differences influence how people attempt to calm conflicts? 

5. Have you experienced a situation where someone successfully poured oil on troubled waters, and what made it effective? 

 


