IASC in the 21st World Congress of Philosophy

Istanbul, 10-17 August, 2003

IASC-sponsored Invited Sessions: 

“The Palestinian-Israeli Conflict: A Philosophical Dialogue”

The Organizing Committee of the World Congress of Philosophy accepted the proposal of IASC and of the New Israeli Association of Philosophy to include in the program two special sessions devoted to a philosophical perspective on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The sessions were highlighted in the program under the category of “invited sessions”. They were jointly organized by Marcelo Dascal from Tel Aviv University (Israel) and Sari Nusseibeh, President of Al Kuds University, East Jerusalem (Palestine).

The organizers sought to provide a symmetric structure, involving two Palestinian, two Israeli, and two European speakers (see the attached program of these sessions). Both sessions were held in the large Marmara room of the Istanbul Convention Center, and the attendance and participation of the audience was impressive. Comments in and after the sessions, including by prominent philosophers, suggested that these sessions were “the best in the whole congress”, that they both “provided new information” and “displayed an excellent level of analysis”, and that they “revealed the existence of a strong Palestinian-Israeli peace movement that deserves the support of philosophers throughout the world”.

Invited Session I: “Ethics in emergency situations”

15/8, 18:00-20:00, Marmara Room, Chair: Marcelo Dascal

The first speaker, Sari Nusseibeh, analyzed the ethical and legal aspects of “Killing the Enemy” under various circumstances, with special reference to the Israeli “preventive assassinations” of leaders and operational activists of Palestinian terrorist organizations. Having made clear that he is completely opposed to suicide bombings and other acts of these organizations against the civilian population, he argued, however, that this does not justify the preventive assassination of their planners or performers. This would be justified only if there were certainty that the planned operation would have been performed had it not been blocked by the assassination. But such a certainty is hard if not impossible to reach. The legal regulations in Israel and other countries that allow for such killings are – and properly so – highly restrictive in the conditions of their application. Yet, they end up by creating a “loophole” through which these unethical (and illegal) assassinations are performed by governments and security agencies. Nusseibeh ended his talk by affirming his optimism about a peaceful solution of the conflict and claiming that this will achieved through a larger participation of the two populations in the peace process.


Anat Biletzki, of Tel Aviv University, performed first a semantic analysis of expressions such as ‘emergency situation’ arguing that in many case the Israeli authorities employ this concept to cover up unethical practices in the occupied territories. She contended that Israel still uses the ‘emergency regulations’ set up by the British in Palestine about 80 years ago. To claim that what has in fact become a routine is an ‘emergency’ is to violate the basic semantics of this notion, which applies to what is exceptional, extraordinary or unusual. Biletzki’s point was to stress that there is only one morality, applicable to all situations, and that the alleged ‘emergency’ of a situation does not permit relaxing the universal ethical principles.


Carlos Thiebaut, of the Universidad Carlos III (Madrid), developed a detailed analysis of a conflict situation where each side employs different sets of “relevance frameworks” to describe (factually and ethically) and evaluate actions performed by itself and by the opponent. Such different frameworks will also be those determining which particular actions will be seen by each side as salient and worth reporting and highlighting, and which will remain unnoticed. Under such conditions, he argued, it is futile for each side to claim that its system of relevances is the objective one. It is also futile for a purported mediator to use its own relevance framework in order to determine “objectively” which of the parties in the conflict has the ‘correct’ system of relevances. Rather, both the parties in conflict and would-be or actual mediators should realize that such systems are inherently flexible and comport a measure of vagueness, coming from the very notion of relevance they make use of. Accordingly, they should not treat these systems as absolute – a step that, according to Thiebaut, might increase the possibility of rapprochement and solution of the conflict.


The chair observed, before opening the floor for discussion, that the three speakers in fact presented in a very elaborate way three different attitudes regarding the ethical and normative aspects of conflict in general and of “our” conflict in particular. Nusseibeh was rather skeptical about the way “human nature” will make use of normative systems providing, along with general norms, exceptions to them under special conditions; Biletzki expressed her belief in universal ethical principles, regardless of special conditions and invariable across different cultures; Thiebaut proposed a midway attitude, admitting the cultural variability and the flexibility of normative systems, without however doubting their need and applicability.

Invited Session II: “Dialectics of Conflict and Conflict Resolution”

16/8, 11:00-13:00, Marmara Room, Chair: Sari Nusseibeh

The first speaker, Said Zeidani, from Al Kuds University, began by describing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a no-win conflict, in which all the sides have been and will continue to be losers in case the conflict continues and each side persists in not admitting a solution that does not satisfy its full set of demands. According to him, the two sides can overcome this situation if both realize they have to moderate some of their demands. A key example of this is the issue of the right to return of 1948 Palestinian refugees. According to Zeidani, this right must be acknowledged by Israel and by the international community. Yet, the Palestinians must accept that its implementation should be negotiated. They should accept the idea of compensation for property loss and suffering as viable, and give up – in most cases – the demand for a return to the State of Israel (in its June 1967 borders), which Israel cannot accept for it would mean the dissolution of the Jewish State. Palestinians would be free to return to the State of Palestine, once it is created. The two-state solution, Zeidani pointed out, is perhaps not the optimal one, but it is capable of ending the conflict in a way both sides can live with.

Gudrun Kroner, a Ph.D. researcher at the University of Vienna, reported on the anthropological fieldwork she has been conducting in refugee camps in Gaza, interviewing women. Her research focuses on the interviewees’ perception of their individual and collective identity. She described vividly the hardships of life in the Gaza strip, due to the restrictions imposed by Israeli troops, the constant fear these women feel for their families, and the creativity they have to display in order to provide for their needs, given the extremely high joblessness rate. She also reported the widespread corruption of the Palestinian Authority and of the officials of the UNRWA (the UN refugee assistance agency), the lack of social services, and the way in which the Islamic organizations, notably Hamas fills this gap. Some women interviewed by her told her how she managed, in spite of the Hamas pressure, to convince her 17th son not to enlist as a prospective suicide bomber. Kroner’s presentation contributed to make the audience aware of concrete details of the situation in Gaza, thus providing a valuable empirical input for further political and philosophical discussion.

Marcelo Dascal first stressed the need for a philosophical and historical perspective which permit to see a conflict as a dialectical succession of episodes where the dominance of either violent actions or of verbal exchanges alternate. Instead of “total” or “eternal” peace, he suggested as a reasonable aim for those interested in a peaceful solution the achievement of a sustainable situation where violent actions do not have the upper hand. He then analyzed the conditions and prospects of reaching such a situation employing concepts from theory of collective action. From this point of view, the crucial initial step is to identify and establish the ‘common interests’ of the opponents in terms of which a joint ‘we-intention’ can be grounded, thus initiating the collective action that might lead to successful negotiations and the implementation of their results. He stressed that mere coincidence of interests (as between the Hamas and the Jewish settlers in the occupied territories) is not sufficient for establishing the ‘we-intention’ required. But he also pointed out that not only the secular segments in the Israeli and Palestinian populations have substantial common interests; such interests – albeit of a different nature – can also be found across the religious segments of both populations. Dascal then turned to two models of solving a conflict, the one based on King Solomon’s renowned “wisdom” and the other on Leibniz’s attempts to reunite Christianity. Dascal argued that, whereas the Solomonic underlying assumption is that truth and justice must lie, exclusively, with one of the conflicting parties and the only problem is to find with which one, the Leibnizian model seeks to uncover those aspects of the conflicting positions that are both just, truthful and shared by them, a procedure that shows that the divide between the opponents is less acute than it seems (to them) and thus paves the way for the creation of a substantive ‘we-intention’ leading to 

reconciliation.

Reported by Marcelo Dascal

