Preface


The conference proceedings contained in this book represent an attempt by researchers working worldwide and in various fields to understand the social and psychological factors in conflict and its resolution. The resulting product aims, first, to present discussions which are of a comparative and multidisciplinary nature. While the central topic of the conference is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, this topic is illuminated by the mutual observations, the overlapping points of agreement, and the shared questions of researchers working from different perspectives on various other conflicts, including those in the Balkans, Northern Ireland, and Cyprus.


Secondly, while most past research in the field of conflict resolution has tended to focus on the instrumental, “rational” aspects of conflicts of interest, the focus of the conference proceedings contained in this publication differs because it deals with the socio-emotional—rather than the material—deterrents to peace and reconciliation. The emphasis on the psychological and social obstacles to conflict resolution is relatively rare in academic works, even though these obstacles are familiar to those of the Middle East, and indeed to people from around the world who are affected by protracted and violent conflict: feelings of victimization, humiliation, and fear; mistrust and lack of empathy; revenge; delegitimization of the enemy, and others.


In trying to embrace the wide range of themes and topics subsumed by this approach, this publication is divided into four sections. In the first section, we introduce the major psychological and emotional forces relevant to reconciliation: empathy, mutual recognition of pain, acceptance of responsibility for the suffering of the other, victimhood, humiliation, and revenge. In the second section, we explore methods of overcoming these emotional challenges through regional cooperation and confidence-building measures. Since practical application of our knowledge is one of our primary goals, the third section focuses on peace education, both in school systems and in societies at large. This section gives special attention to the challenges presented to peace education by such phenomena as demonization of the other, conflicting historical narratives, and mutual non-acceptance of national identities. The summary session represents an attempt to capture the essential themes and lessons of the preceding sessions, and to draw relevant implications for future action. 


In order to preserve the spirit of the contributions made within the discursive and at times conversational nature of this academic conference, we have chosen to present the text of the proceedings in close conformity to the manner in which it was naturally spoken. In this manner, the informal responses of participants are also included as part of the “Response,” “Remarks,” and “Open Discussion” sections. At the same time, we have incorporated certain changes requested by the participants following reconsideration of their statements. We hope that the format of this publication preserves the dynamic quality of the conference proceedings it describes, while upholding the depth and incisiveness of the intellectual contributions of the conference participants.


Finally, it would not be proper of us to conclude without noting the particular historical context in which this meeting took place. We began designing this meeting in the summer of 1999, when Israelis and Palestinians were relatively optimistic about the future of relations between the two nations. We convened two years later, after 18 months of the most intense violence between Israelis and Palestinians. We could not have overcome the obstacles presented by this discouraging and painful reality without the vision and support of our colleagues and friends at the European Commission. For this, we wish to extend our deepest thanks to the Commission and to all those who persevered and assisted this project despite daunting circumstances. In particular, we would like to acknowledge the continued encouragement of Dr. Angela Liberatore, Scientific Officer, and Dr. Achilleas Mitsos, Director General, DG Research, without whose persistence and determination throughout this complex effort this important event would not have been possible.  
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