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Abstract
This paper looks at why Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups have not been as successful as
hoped by theory. Through the categorization of themes found in the literature and through
experience of the writer, the core dynamics of encounter groups are analyzed. One of the key
aspects missing in encounter groups is reflexivity: being able to see how what one does and
says impacts the conflict and then being able to view the conflict from both sides’
perspectives. This paper lays out the design of an encounter group based on reflexivity. By
learning about the dynamics that occur when Israelis and Palestinians meet in dialogue and
using neutral conflict theory, temporarily removing the participants mentally from the
conflict, participants can gain a better understanding of their own behaviour and the other’s
behaviour. It is hoped that through a reflexive approach, participants will have better long

term outcomes in terms of change in attitudes.

Keywords: Israel, Israeli, Palestinian, Arab, Jewish, dialogue, encounter groups, peace,

reflexive
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“It is easier... to smash an atom than a prejudice” Gordon Allport, The Nature of Prejudice
(1954)
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A Reflexive Approach to Israeli-Palestinian Encounter Groups:

A new way of conducting dialogue between groups in entrenched conflict

Chapter One

Introduction, Research Questions, Methodology, and Definitions

Introduction

The origins of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be traced back to the nineteenth century
as political Zionism began and Jews from around the world began moving to Palestine in
large numbers with the hope of creating a Jewish state. On the same land lived Arabs with a
Palestinian cultural identity resulting in a clash of two separate groups, Jewish and Arab for
control of the land (Maoz, 2002). Violence erupted between the two communities in the

1920s and has been ongoing since.

The Israeli-Arab conflict is over 100 years old and defined by periodic violence, hatred
and dehumanization between the groups, “misperceptions, negative stereotyping, mutual de-
legitimization, and severe miscommunication” (Maoz, 2003, p. 260) which creates an
atmosphere of fear, suspicion and anger. One of the outcomes of the conflict is the physical
separation between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs due to frequent violent clashes. These
two groups often live within a few kilometres of one another yet because of the history of the
conflict are physically and psychologically separated from one another. Even within Israel,
Arabs and Jews generally occupy separate spaces and contact between them is limited

(Bekerman, 2009). A 2004 report by researchers at the University of Haifa concluded that
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racism among both Arabs and Jews within Israel was extremely high, with powerful
sentiments of hostility, irrational hatred and pejorative assumptions about the other
characterizing the attitudes and convictions of both communities (Schimmel, 2008). There
are no similar studies of Israelis and Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza but the same
can be assumed to be true. Because of years of prolonged conflict and little meaningful
positive interaction, views of the other group are often negative, harsh and not suitable to co-
existence. Most Israelis only know Palestinians from media reports of violence perpetrated
against Israelis or encountering Palestinians as soldiers when serving in the West Bank.
Most Palestinians only know Israelis as soldiers perpetrating violence against them and

limiting their mobility and as sometimes violent settlers in Palestinian areas.

The dominant way of the state constructing and reifying identity to its citizens is through
the educational system and media. In Israel there are separate Jewish and Arab educational
systems and a third in the West Bank and Gaza for Palestinians. Each community has its
own media sources. Identity construction in both Jewish and Palestinian communities has
been partially based on the negation of “otherness” where both groups have built their
identity and culture through a closed dialogue that negates the other’s presence and

legitimacy (Bekerman & Maoz, 2005).

The more common form of contact between the groups and to be researched is what is
called the encounter group setting, where Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinians or Palestinians
from the West Bank and Gaza are brought together to talk or take part in a group activity.

These groups have existed since the 1970s (Herzog & Hai, 2005) but the impacts of these
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groups point to mixed results in terms of the stated goals of encounter groups. Various
authors found that for some participants a change in perception of the other group did occur
to a minor degree (Steinberg, 2004; Schimmel, 2008; Salomon, 2009) but disappeared in the
long term (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005). In general, Israelis were more open to
sympathizing with the pain of the Palestinians yet not open to making structural changes in
Israeli society that would impact Palestinians. Palestinians had a more difficult time
sympathizing with Israelis or recognizing the Israeli viewpoints (Salomon, 2004a; Maoz &
Ellis, 2006). In the long term, those participants who had changed their perceptions of the
other regressed to the pre-encounter group views because of the social and political

atmosphere they inhabit (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005).

Because the conflict is still ongoing, encounter groups that have a focus on co-existence
and reconciliation have not provided positive results (Steinberg, 2004; Salomon, 2004b;
Salomon, 2011). Throughout the literature, the dynamics between Israeli and Palestinian
participants in encounter groups are defined by competing narratives (Bekerman & Maoz,
2005; Salomon, 2009), competing victimhood (Maoz, Steinberg, Bar-On, & Fakhereldeen,
2002; Salomon, 2002; Steinberg, 2004), argument (Maoz, 2001; Maoz et al. 2002; Halabi &
Sonnenschein, 2004), and lack of listening (Maoz et al. 2002). These dynamics result in
disappointment in the process (Maoz, Bekerman & Sheftel, 2007) and few positive long term
results (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005). These dynamics are consistent in the literature and
have been observed by the author in various encounter group settings. Therefore new

approaches to dialogue must be attempted (Salomon, 2011).
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One of the key barriers to positive impacts in the opinion of the author and backed up in
some of the literature (Helman, 2002), is that encounter groups to date are not structured
towards reflexivity; that is, participants do not see how they contribute to the dynamics of
the conflict and are rarely able to view the conflict from both sides’ perspectives. Certainly,
if the literature notes that encounter groups are often defined by competition, argument and

lack of listening, reflexivity in this environment is not likely.

Much time and resources have been invested in Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups but
with only limited positive results. The encounter group setting is one of the few places that
Israelis and Palestinians meet and the only place where meaningful dialogue can occur.
There are two distinct groups locked in conflict in the region between the Mediterranean Sea
and the Jordan River and neither one is going anywhere. Most encounter group participants
are not ongoing combatants in the conflict, however their views of one another reinforce the
negative perceptions each group has of the other and help reify both groups’ perceptions of
the other and the conflict. If people-to-people dialogue between these two groups is to occur,
it is imperative for the dynamics of the past to be well understood so they are not constantly

repeated and new ways to move dialogue forward be developed.

Research Questions

The goal of this paper is to examine a series of questions based on a review of the
academic literature and the writer’s own intimate knowledge of Israelis, Palestinians and
their encounter groups. These questions are: What are the central themes and dynamics that

surface within encounter groups? What are the structural reasons for encounter groups
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having little long term impacts? How can reflexivity address these structural problems? How
could reflexivity be achieved in an encounter group setting? How could an encounter group
be organized to achieve reflexivity? This paper will attempt to address these questions
through analysis and then through design of a theoretical encounter group based on
reflexivity. It is beyond the scope of this paper to test this encounter group but it is hoped
that the departure from the traditional encounter group methods will help others have greater
long term success. It is recognized that a new method of conducting encounter groups can
only have limited results. A new encounter group, even if successful will not create
immediate psychological change in the participants or structural change in the environment.
As the conflict is ongoing and deeply entrenched, it is the view of this author that resolution
and reconciliation through encounter groups is not possible. But it is hoped that through
gaining reflexivity, participants will carry these lessons with them and apply them to new
situations which will affect the reification of the conflict and lead to better understanding

between the two groups.

Outline of Chapters
Chapter one as an introductory chapter began with an outline of the issues, followed by
the research questions that this paper will look at, outline of chapters, methodology and

definitions of the key terms to be used in this paper.

Chapter two goes on to attempt to define the successes and challenges of Israeli-
Palestinian encounter groups through the academic literature on the subject including a

historical overview of the Israeli-Palestinian encounter group experience, the different
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approaches that have been attempted, and the results of impact evaluations on encounter
groups through the years. Chapter two sets the building blocks to understand what has been
attempted so far and the challenges that arose in the literature on Israeli-Palestinian
encounter groups to date. No one source found provides a summary of the encounter group
dynamics that occur. Analysis of the information found in the literature is interwoven

throughout the chapter.

Chapter three will organize the information found in the literature using Grounded
Theory, collecting the lessons learned in the literature on Israeli-Palestinian encounter
groups and organizing them into the central themes that appear in the literature into the
following categories of analysis: power asymmetry, culture and communications, and
collective narratives in order to explain why encounter groups have not been as successful as
hoped. Both power asymmetry between Israelis and Palestinians and the collective narratives
of each group have been analyzed in the literature in connection to encounter groups but
none of the literature found analyzed the two categories as how they relate to one another.
The category of culture and communication and how it relates to challenges in dialogue
between the two groups in conflict has not been sufficiently analyzed in the literature.
Additionally, no one source found combined all these categories to provide a full
explanation on why dialogue is not as successful as expected by Contact Hypothesis and

how improvements can be made.

Chapter four of this paper will set out the conflict theories of Human Identity Needs and

Hegemonic Structures (Redekop, 2002) and how they can help explain both the Israeli and
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Palestinian perspectives on the conflict. These theories will be used for the design of a new

type of encounter group based on reflexivity.

In chapter five the concept of reflexivity will be further explored. The paper will then set
out a training plan for a type of encounter group not yet attempted in the literature. The
encounter group will include presentations on what is known to date about the dynamics of
Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups including impacts and explanations on the categories of
power asymmetry, collective narratives and communications and culture. This will be
followed by instruction in the conflict theories of Human Identity Needs and Hegemonic
Structures followed by a series of activities where participants use these neutral conflict
theories to apply them to their own lives and the other group. Participants will be asked to
give examples from their personal lives on how these theories apply to them. In the next
round, participants will be asked to put themselves in the shoes of the adversary and explain
how the theories apply to the other group. Between each presentation, the participants have
an opportunity to respond and correct misinformation. The central idea is to temporarily
remove participants from the conflict structures they inhabit through the use of neutral
conflict theory turning them into participant observers. The training plan will also include
recommendations for evaluation of short and long term impacts to see if a reflexive approach

improves long term positive impacts.

Chapter six provides a conclusion and ideas for further related research suggestions.
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Methodology

This paper has made use of the research method called Grounded Theory for the analysis
of the literature on Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups found in chapter three. Grounded
Theory is a qualitative research methodology generally used for the purpose of constructing
theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). It is defined by its systematic, iterative, inductive and
comparative approach where data collection and analysis occur simultaneously. Compared to
other research methodologies, its goal is to explain rather than describe for the purpose of
contemplation and understanding (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). This paper will use the
Substantive Coding method where the data is broken down into its key components and
analyzed through the creation of core categories and reinforced by indicators (examples)

which are subsequently compared to one another as analysis.

Although this methodology is often used to gather primary research in the field and
produce theory, this paper will make use of the inductive and observational abilities of
Grounded Theory to understand the dynamics and resulting structures and make sense of
why Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups have limited positive results. The author has
gathered available secondary academic resources on the subject and broken down the data
into categories that provide explanations for the dynamics and structures that occur in
Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups. This is important as no other source found brings
together, categorizes and analyzes the dynamics that occur in the encounter group setting
between Israelis and Palestinians. In addition, I as the author of this paper, bring to this paper
my own reflexive voice and experiences. I have lived in Israel for over eleven years and

participated in Arab/Jewish encounter groups in Canada for four years and Israeli-Palestinian
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encounter groups in Israel and the West Bank for a year. I include my experiential
knowledge as a Jewish Canadian and Israeli citizen who observed distinct dynamics from
both Israelis and Palestinians within encounter groups and outside of them that are not
focussed on in the academic literature but are obvious to me as a participant observer. It was
surprising to me when reviewing and analyzing the academic research related to this topic
that key dynamics occurring in encounter groups are either ignored or are mentioned but not
explored. This seems to be primarily due to the methodology used by the writers in the
literature who were testing specific hypotheses therefore other factors that contribute to the
dynamics of the encounter group were not explored. These dynamics to be discussed in this
paper were apparent to me as a participant observer yet not focussed on as part of the
encounter group itself. Additionally, each group was aware and frustrated by the other
group’s dynamics yet were unable to reflexively look at their own behaviour and beliefs.
My hope is that just as I developed my reflexive muscles through observing the dynamics of
Israelis and Palestinians in dialogue, so too can encounter group participants begin to view
the other and themselves through a reflexive lens. I write this paper to capture these
dynamics for others so hopefully they will not be repeated. It is the purpose of this paper to
explore all relevant issues captured in the literature to examine why encounter groups have
not been as successful as hoped and to make a plausible case for a process that would
develop participants’ capacity towards reflexivity. This will be accomplished through the

design of a training plan for an encounter group based on the principles of reflexivity.
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Definition of Terms

This paper’s scope is limited to Israelis and Palestinians in Israel, the West Bank and
Gaza. For the purposes of this research, the term Israeli will be defined as a Jewish person
living within the State of Israel or in the West Bank and the term Palestinian will be defined
as Muslim and Christian Arabs living in Israel, the West Bank and Gaza. Palestinians who
are citizens of Israel, often called Israeli Arabs, will be termed Israeli Palestinians when
speaking about Arab citizens of Israel separately from West Bank and Gazan Palestinians.
This research does not include information on Jews, Israelis or Palestinians living outside of
Israel, the West Bank or Gaza as their societies differ and therefore some dynamics may not
apply. However much of what is discussed in this paper can be applied to these groups as

well.

Encounter groups are defined as groups where Israelis and Palestinians come together for
dialogue for a prescribed period of time in order to discuss the issues of concern to them.
Encounter groups can also be referred to as dialogue groups, peace groups or peace

education in the literature but this paper will refer to them as encounter groups.

Reflexivity is a concept in the academic literature generally connected to methodological
approaches where the writer is expected to be aware of their own contribution to the
construction of meaning when researching subject matter. However for this paper, reflexivity
refers to idea of being reflective, introspective and self-aware of how one’s group contributes
to a particular situation. This involves a process of being conscious of one’s self and how

what one says and does contributes to the conflict both in the encounter group and in the
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outside conflict, however minor. It also involves the idea of attempting to look at the conflict
from as objective a standpoint as possible and then be able to view the situation from both
sides’ perspectives. It is understood that people in situations of conflict define their situation
based on what they believe is true. As the Thomas Theorem states, if one defines one’s
situations as true, it is their truth (Merton, 1995). In situations of conflict, the result is that
individuals believe that they are right and the other is wrong. This assumption then reifies
beliefs in what the conflict is about and the dynamics and structures of the conflict.
Reflexivity implies a bidirectional relationship in that what one says and does has
consequences and contributes to the conflict. By understanding how one’s beliefs affect the
conflict and how the conflict affects one’s beliefs, participants will be able to apply these
lessons in the long term. It is hoped that by participants having a bird’s eye view of the
conflict dynamics, they will carry with them this dual-perspective at all times, seeing the

dynamics of the conflict from both sides’ perspectives.

The term ‘structural’ when referring to structure of conflict within the encounter group
experience or the (outside) Israeli-Palestinian conflict comes from Vern Redekop’s (2002)
concept of structures within conflict. These are patterns of behaviour that form a
metaphorical structure. In the same way that one builds a physical structure brick by brick,
each person involved in a conflict contributes to the central structure of the conflict;
structures in conflict are built up over time through patterns of behaviour that reinforce one
another. And just like a physical structure, these interrelated parts of the conflict form a

whole that is referred to as “the conflict” (Redekop, 2002).
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Chapter Two

The Literature on Israeli-Palestinian Encounter Groups

Background on Israeli-Palestinian Encounter Groups

Encounter groups for groups in conflict can be found in the literature dating back to the
1970s between American Whites and Blacks following the end of the Civil Rights
Movement (Bekerman, 2007) and in the Northern Ireland conflict (Maoz, 2003). According
to Zvi Bekerman (2007), dialogue programs in the American context were a result of the use
of legal and politically initiated structural changes having served their purposes to improve
intergroup structural relations (Bekerman, 2007) and by the 1970s an era of people-to-people

dialogue began to occur.

Encounter groups are said to be based on two theoretical models: Gorden Allport’s
Contact Hypothesis and Muzar Sherif’s Robber’s Cave Experiment (Maoz, 2000b). Allport
stated that individuals from two different groups in conflict are able to come together to
successfully discuss their differences when certain criteria are present within the group:
participants from the groups are equal in status, when there is personal and sustained
interactions between individuals from both groups, when there exists some form of
cooperative interdependence whereby both groups work towards a common goal, and there
is consensus among the relevant authorities on social norms favouring equality (Amir,
1969). Muzafer Sherif’s (1954) Robber’s Cave Experiment was a social psychology
experiment carried out in the 1950s where two rival groups of boys at summer camp were

brought together and in which purposely created feelings of hostility were replaced by
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feelings of friendliness and cooperation (Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1954). The
experiment involved purposely creating conflict between two groups and then attempting
replace the negative feelings with a spirit of cooperation and friendliness by creating a group
task for the two groups to come together. This simplistic experiment gave great hope to
those working with groups in conflict that by getting groups in conflict together and working

on superordinate goals, feelings of hostility could be replaced with feelings of cooperation.

These two theories have been adapted to create encounter group experiences between
groups in conflict around the world with the assumption that when two mutually hostile
groups were brought together to get to know one another and take part in group activities,
hostile feelings would be replaced with positive ones. It should be noted that in subsequent
planned encounter group activities, Sharif’s and Allport’s theories were never fully
replicated in actual settings of political or social conflict and conflict reduction between
national or ethnic groups was only partially considered successful (Maoz, 2000b). This is
likely due to the assumption in both perspectives that the underlying conflict is a simple one
to solve with two groups in conflict over a single dispute. The reality is that most groups in
national or ethnic conflict have a long history of multiple concurrent disputes. The Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is one such conflict made up of ethnic, national, religious, legal,

historical, ethical, social, and cultural aspects.

An additional complication is that these theories suppose that there are two groups in
conflict. The reality is that in complex political conflicts, groups often split into sub-groups

that spin off to create multiple sub-conflicts with one another (Maoz, 2000b). Not only is
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there a main conflict between the two groups, each of the groups are involved in intra and
inter-group sub-conflicts that stem from the main conflict. The dynamics may include
partially agreeing with the other main group on some issues but not others or forming a
completely third view on some issues. This further complicates the idea of bringing the

groups together to discuss the issues and come to some agreement.

Encounter groups have existed between Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinians since the
1970s (Herzog & Hai, 2005) yet there is no exact number of either groups or participants
although since the 1980s it is estimated to be hundreds of small groups each year (Maoz,
Steinberg, Bar-On & Fakhereldeen, 2002). Herbert Kelman from Harvard University was
one of the first to attempt interactive problem solving workshops between Israelis and
Palestinians. These encounters brought together unofficial representatives from the two
groups with a neutral third party facilitating (Maoz & Ellis, 2003). Encounter groups grew in
the 1980s due to the publication of a survey by Mina Zemach (as cited in Maoz, 2000a)
disclosing anti-democratic attitudes and feelings among Jewish Israeli youth towards the
Israeli Palestinian minority (Helman, 2002). What was termed the “co-existence sector”
focused on the development of formal and informal educational dialogue activities, geared
towards the recognition of otherness and co-existence (Suleiman, 1997; Maoz, 2000b; Maoz

& Ellis, 2003; Bekerman, 2007).

What is known is that historically, the majority were small groups created by concerned
and well-meaning individuals or organizations, aimed at dialogue between the two peoples

within Israel comprising Israeli Jewish and Israeli Palestinian participants. Generally, those
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initiating, leading and directing the co-existence initiatives and encounter groups were Israeli
Jews with the objective of educating Palestinians as opposed to working for structural
change (Bekerman, 2007) as is the interest of Palestinian Israelis to be discussed in chapter
three. The setting of the goals and purposes of encounter groups was less relevant to the

circumstances and needs of the Palestinian minority (Maoz, 2000b).

With the influx of Israeli government funding for encounter groups in the 1980s (Maoz et
al., 2002) and again following the 1994 signing of the Oslo Accords (Nasser-Najjab, 2005;
Bekerman & Maoz, 2005), researchers were able to have access to larger and longer lasting
groups than before. Due to periods of violence by extremists, Israeli government funding for

encounter groups began to wane during the Oslo years but researchers’ interests did not.

Almost all encounter groups referenced in the literature have been between Israeli Jewish
and Israeli Palestinian citizens due primarily to the fact that Jews and Palestinians living
within Israel have greater ability to meet one another than do Jewish Israelis and Palestinians
from the West Bank and Gaza. Within Israel, there has been a move towards peace education
programming between the Israeli Jewish majority and the Israeli Palestinian minority in the
form of encounter groups, after school programming, and youth group activities. These
activities were aimed at Jewish and Arab children and youth within Israel to promote
understanding and increase peaceful relations between the communities (Nevo & Brem,
2002). The majority of participants in encounter groups (and their parents that sent their
young children) self-categorized themselves as believing in peace (Maoz, Bar-On, Bekerman

& Jaber-Massarwa, 2004).
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Historically, encounter groups are almost always directed at the young including children,
youth and students and tend to take place over a short period of time, in small groups and are
self-selecting; meaning those who are more open to encounters with the other (or their
parents) are more likely to choose to take part (Schimmel, 2008). In the Israeli context this
generally refers to those on the left of the political spectrum. Those who harbour the
strongest prejudices of the other (right wing or conservative views), are the most resistant to
encounter groups (Schimmel, 2008). Not surprisingly, most studies of dialogue encounters
between groups in conflict in the region look at group encounters between children (Nevo &
Brem, 2002), youth (Yablon, 2007) or university students (Bar-Tal, 1996; Bar-Tal &
Rouhama, 1998; Bar-Tal, 1998; Bar-Tal, 2004; Bekerman & Maoz, 2005; Bekerman, 2007;
Bekerman, 2009; Kimmerling, 1992; Maoz, 2000a; Maoz et al., 2002; Rabinowitz, 2002;
Schiff, 2003; Schimmel, 2008). Additionally, some groups reviewed were specifically for
adults in a particular work sector such as Israeli and Palestinian educators (Maoz, 2000b).
Dialogue groups in general and those studied do not take a holistic societal perspective by

trying to include all sectors of society (Schimmel, 2008).

The composition of encounter groups in the literature varies. The size of the groups varies
from 14 to 38 participants with approximately equal participation from each group. Although
the size of groups varies, an equal number of Israelis and Palestinians is considered crucial
in all studies found. The gender composition of groups is not always equal, however all
projects found in the literature stated they strove for gender equality and unequal gender

participation this did not seem to impact on the relations between individuals or groups. All
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participants were self-selected meaning they felt an interest in dialogue with the other group

therefore participants were not representative of their communities.

The length of encounter group programs found in the literature varied more. Some
encounter groups were one-time weekend retreats, others were weekly meetings for a few
hours that lasted a year while others were weekly meeting for a few hours that went on for a

few years.

Facilitation in all groups in the literature was co-facilitated by an Israeli and a Palestinian
which is important for the group dynamics. Some groups employed a mixture of bi-national
and uni-national forums. The two groups meet in the bi-national forum with periodic and
separate meetings as a uni-national group. For some groups in the literature, this was
considered crucial to allow feelings and opinions to come up with one’s own group that they
felt uncomfortable voicing in front of the other group (Sonnenschein, Bekerman &

Horenczyk, 2010).

The stated topics on the agenda seemed to be decided by the group members themselves
as they began the encounter group experience. The participants were free to move from topic
to topic as they wished (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Helman, 2002; Moaz, 2001; Maoz et
al., 2002). The organizers of the encounter groups comprising university students often
attempted to focus the discussions around issues related to group identity (Helman, 2002;
Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Salomon, 2009; Sonnenschein, Bekerman & Horenczyk,

2010) or power dynamics (Bekerman & Maoz, 2005; Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004;
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Helman, 2002; Maoz, 2000a; Maoz, 2000b; Maoz et al., 2002; Maoz & Ellis, 2003; Maoz et
al., 2004; Maoz, 2005; Salomon, 2009). The focus of encounter groups tend to be the
intergroup dynamics and relationships between Israelis and Palestinians as two groups in
conflict, the conflict itself and its meaning to the participants, and the group as a microcosm

of the wider conflict and what can be learned from it (Zak, 1997).

The goals of encounter groups in the Israeli-Palestinian context found in the literature are
creating a positive change in attitude, weakening of stereotypes towards the other group
(Maoz, 2000b; Amir, 1969), reducing tensions, changing perceptions, attitudes, and feelings,
reducing prejudices, promoting co-existence and tolerance, reducing violence, learning about
one another in the hopes of finding solutions to the conflict (United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 1997), increasing belief in peace,
increasing the ability to see the other side’s perspective, creating greater willingness for
contact with the other group (Salomon, 2004a), strengthening co-existence through
closeness, commonalities, and cooperation (Maoz, 2004), and correcting power imbalances

between the groups (Helman, 2002).

The academic literature points to a variety of approaches that encounter groups may take.
The approaches taken to dialogue between Israelis and Palestinians are important to
understand as approaches form the methodological base to implement the goals of the

encounter group experience.
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Rabah Halabi and Nava Sonnenschein (2004) note that encounter groups are on a
continuum between two apposing axes: the Human Relations Approach and the Contact
Hypothesis Approach on one end and Intergroup Approach and Conflict Resolution

Approach on the other (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004).

The Human Relations Approach focuses on commonalities between the two groups.
Issues of conflict are sidelined and the issues around individual and group identity are
overlooked (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Salomon, 2004a). The Contact Hypothesis
Approach as mentioned above focuses on bringing groups in conflict together in-person for
guided communications to reduce tensions and improve understanding. According to Noam
Schimmel (2008) the objective of encounter groups is “to humanize the other and expand
one’s tolerance and appreciation for the enemy group” (Schimmel, 2008, p. 52). The
assumption is that two enemy groups simply do not have enough information about one
another or the information that they do have is distorted therefore by meeting, they will gain
knowledge that will help in solving the conflict. Both these approaches rely on the idea that
by getting apposing groups into the same room, they will find commonality and begin to see

reasons to work out their differences.

The Intergroup Approach makes the assumption that the encounter will be useful and
reduce stereotypes when the collective identities of the participants are emphasized and
when the interactions taking place are primarily of a collective nature (Halabi &
Sonnenschein, 2004) leading to an approach based on conflict resolution principles. This

approach stresses the development of participants” awareness of the conflict and an
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awareness of their own roles in it, and enabling them to explore their identities (Halabi &
Sonnenschein, 2004). The Collective Identity Approach is based on discussing the
intergroup conflict without developing personal relationships (Salomon, 2004a). This
approach relies solely on the concept of identity as part of a collective. Both these
approaches recognize that the issues that created the conflict are not the only issues rather
become only a part of a set of collective differences. All differences between the two groups
become exaggerated resulting in depersonalization, dehumanization, and stereotyping

(Tajfel, 1981).

Ifat Maoz (2004) divides encounter groups into two different approaches: the Co-
existence Model and the Confrontational Model. The Coexistence Model promotes mutual
understanding and tolerance through emphasizing commonalties, feelings of togetherness
and joint work toward a common goal (Maoz, 2004). The Confrontational Model
emphasizes the conflict and power relations between the groups by highlighting identities,
power asymmetry, and empowering members of the weaker group through direct
confrontation with the powerful group (Maoz, 2004). It should be noted that the
Confrontation Model seems to be unique to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is not described
in the academic literature about intergroup contact and does not appear in descriptions of

coexistence interventions from other parts of the world (Maoz, 2004).

Other approaches taken that differ from the standard dialogue methodology of encounter

groups found in the literature include story telling as a mechanism for creating understanding
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(Bar-On & Kassem, 2004), the use of film as a mechanism for dialogue (Shefrin, 2007), and

joint sports activities (Salomon, 2009).

Rabah Halabi and Nava Sonnenshein (2004) argue for the need to strengthen group
identity and achieve minority empowerment within encounter group experiences (Halabi &
Sonnenshein, 2004), and Mohammad Abu-Nimer (1999) makes the case for the
empowerment of all groups involved in the encounter so as to increase their ability to be
critical of their environment and emphasizes at the same time that encounters in and of
themselves are not a substitute for structural change (Abu-Nimr, 1999; Bekerman, 2007).
The assumption is that encounters should be conducted in isolation, removed from external
tension and therefore will have healing effects which would ultimately impact the outside
conflict (Bekerman, 2007). However Maoz (2000a) has raised doubts about the benefits of
this approach when there are asymmetrical relations of power within the conflict (Maoz,

2000a).

Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups in the literature tend to be based on mixed
approaches where bringing the two groups together with the expectation that they will find
commonalities (Human Relations Approach, Contact Hypothesis Approach, Co-existence
Model) and contain elements that recognize the reality the participants inhabit (Intergroup
Approach, Conflict Resolution Approach, Confrontational Model). No one approach
highlighted in the literature seems to have been more successful than another from the
dynamics and analysis described and very few of the encounter groups described in the

literature contained information on long term impact evaluation.
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Effectiveness

What does the literature have to say about the effectiveness of encounter groups between
Israelis and Palestinians? The academic literature on Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups
contains little evaluative analysis on what works, what doesn’t and how to improve the
encounter group experience. Zvi Bekerman (2007) attests to the low number of existing
studies on the effects of encounter groups may suggest a low level of success and/or a low
level of critical interest (Bekerman, 2007). Some of the literature does include an evaluative
component for particular encounter groups studied but even this is rare. Many encounter
groups are organized by smaller organizations that don’t have the capacity to conduct proper
evaluations. According to Maoz and her team (2004), many of these smaller organizations
write final reports in newsletters or web pages and often seem overly self-complimentary
therefore not a good indicator of actual results (Maoz et al., 2004). Additionally these
evaluations are taken from questionnaires immediately following the encounter group

experience when optimism and attitudes are highest.

What is known is that encounter groups are not widely embraced or attended by the
majority of Israelis and Palestinians. For the minority that do take part, the impacts on the
wider conflict of reducing tensions, and promoting co-existence and tolerance between the
two groups have not been obvious. A 2004 report by researchers at the University of Haifa
concluded that racism amongst both Arabs and Jews within Israel was extremely high, with
powerful sentiments of hostility, irrational hatred and pejorative attitudes about the other

characterizing the attitudes and convictions of both communities (Raved, 2007). Although
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the report found that Israelis were more accepting of the Palestinian narrative than
Palestinians were of the Israeli narrative, both sides showed little empathy for the other and
in fact, both sides expressed great anger at the other’s narrative (Salomon, 2004a; Salomon,

2009).

Impact evaluations in the academic literature on encounter groups range from the positive
to mixed results. Evaluations of encounter groups from the 1990s found that participation
“...significantly improved mutual perceptions and attitudes and reduced prejudice and
negative stereotyping among groups in conflict” (Maoz & Ellis, 2003, p. 261). Ifat Maoz,
Shoshana Steinberg, Dan Bar-On and Mueen Fakhereldeen (2002) report that after an
encounter group experience participants had a greater ability to listen to the other side and
work together, greater understanding of the underlying power and identity dynamics and
questioned the monolithic identity constructions that exist in Israeli society (Maoz,
Steinberg, Bar-On, & Fakhereldeen, 2002). These early years of encounter group evaluations
found in the literature paint a picture of Israelis and Palestinians having profound changes
related to their view of the other group and their own society. However these evaluations
were conducted for encounter groups that occurred during the late 1990s which is regarded
as a time of optimism about the peace process post-Oslo Accords so participants and
evaluators in the literature of this time seemed to focus on the positive aspects of encounter

group experiences and tended to leave out any negative information.

Much of the later literature paints encounter groups as having mixed results. Shoshana

Steinberg’s (2004) analysis of two year-long encounter groups showed that dialogue from
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the beginning stages of the encounters tended to be defined by ethnocentric talk (only
viewing one’s own narrative, believing the other’s narrative are lies) and attack (name
calling such as terrorist, racist, etc.) (Steinberg, 2004) but the encounter dynamics gradually
moved on to include aspects of mutual understanding (Steinberg, 2004). Participants moved
from viewing the others as representatives of a group to individuals who are part of a
collective. However it should be noted that ethnocentric attitudes lasted throughout the year
especially when outside actions such as violence and other negative occurrences reminded
the participants of the outside conflict (Steinberg, 2004). Steinberg noted that each side
expected the other group to be empathetic and acknowledge their pain, however this did not
happen as it would require the perpetrating group to take responsibility which initially

neither group was willing to do.

Shoshana Sonnenschein, Zvi Bekerman and Gabriel Horenczyk (2010) concluded that
after an encounter group process lasting months, an impact evaluation was conducted two
months post meeting. The results were that the Jewish Israelis had undergone a change in
attitude towards Palestinians viewing them more positively, however no information is
provided about the Palestinians views towards Israelis. Ifat Maoz and Donald Ellis’s (2006)
evaluation of the impact of an encounter group noted that both Israelis and Palestinians had
mutually negative stereotypes of each other at the start of the encounter group experience.
Following a two day encounter group, both groups reported more tolerance and acceptance
of the other, however Palestinians still had more negative impressions of Israelis than

Israelis had of Palestinians (Maoz & Ellis, 2006).
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A study by Haifa University professor Gavriel Salomon (2004a) on the effects on
attitudes of meeting the other group found that while both Israelis and Palestinians desired to
become closer friends with one another both before and after the encounter, becoming
friends did not increase the Palestinians’ acceptance of the Israeli narrative but did increase
the acceptance for the Palestinian narrative with Israelis (Salomon, 2004a). However it
should be noted that the concept of friendship in the study is defined as youth who spent
three days together at a workshop and does not necessarily mean long-term friendships.
Regardless, the lesson learned is that acceptance of members of the other group as

individuals is easier than acceptance of the other group’s point of view on the conflict.

From many of the evaluations of encounter group participants conducted in recent years,
negative impressions and ethnocentrism remain although lessen. These mixed evaluation
results related to co-existence and reconciliation both within the encounter group and outside
the group are consistent with feedback from facilitators. A study by Ifat Maoz, Zvi
Bekerman and Mara Sheftel (2007) looked at perceptions of change in youth as reported by
Jewish Israeli and Palestinian Israeli encounter group facilitators. Facilitators had mixed
evaluations regarding the work they do. Success was marked when they could see that
individual participants had changed after the encounter group experience, become less
tolerant of racism in Israeli society or participants had gone on to form their own encounter
groups. However many facilitators reported feeling disappointed that their work does not
seem to have a greater impact on decision makers and the social/political situation (Maoz,

Bekerman & Sheftel, 2007).
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However not all the literature stresses that encounter groups can be considered successful
only if they lead towards positive feelings of co-existence and reconciliation. A study by
Yifat Biton and Gavriel Salomon (2006) of a year long school-based program between
Israelis and Palestinians showed that at the beginning of the program Israeli students stressed
the need to end violence whereas Palestinians stressed structural aspects of independence
and equality. Following the program, both groups put more emphasis on cooperation and
harmony which were not stressed pre-encounter. The control group’s view of each other
deteriorated in the same period with the control-groups (comprising both Israelis and
Palestinians) believing that violence was legitimate reaction to the current situation. This
belief was not shared by those who had taken part in the program (Biton & Salomon, 2006).
Therefore encounter groups can be seen to act as a barrier to deterioration of negative

feelings and to the promotion of cooperation.

This idea of encounter groups acting as a barrier to further deterioration is echoed in other
studies. Salomon in his 2004 paper on peace education during intractable conflict
summarized the results of a series of experimental studies of Israeli and Palestinian youth
carried out during a period of high violence that “participation...yields positive attitudinal,
perceptual, and relational changes” (Salomon, 2004a, p.257) by improving views of the idea
of peace, improving the ability to see the other side’s perspective, and creating greater
willingness for contact with the other group (Salomon, 2004a). When asked about
perceptions of peace, those having a positive view of peace was 37% for Israelis who took
part in peace education but only 9.6% for Israelis who didn’t take part and 26.4% for

Palestinians who took part but only 5.4% for Palestinians who didn’t take part in peace
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education. Another question asked was the suitability of using war as a means to attain
peace. For those who took part in peace education, the numbers dropped from 33.3% to
23.6% among the Palestinians but those who did not take part in encounter groups the
number rose from 31.4% to 52.6% (Salomon, 2004a, p. 266). Obviously there is a link
between peace education which encounter groups are part of and attitudes related to war and

peace.

All evaluations above were completed immediately following the encounter group
experience. But what about changes in the long term? The main study on the long term
impacts of the encounter group experience are cited by Hagai Kupermintz & Gavriel
Salomon (2005) of an unpublished doctoral dissertation by I. Bar-Natan (2005), a student of
Salomon. Bar-Natan found a reduction in social distance (friendships) between Jewish
Israelis and Palestinian Israelis following a three day intensive encounter group experience
but when measured six months later, all positive changes had regressed to pre-encounter
group levels. Further, Salomon (2011) summarized the results of a series of evaluated studies
on Israeli-Palestinian encounter group stating that in the short term there were statistically
significant positive effects, however the effects were not substantial (as cited in Schimmel,
2008) related to viewing the other group more positively. The short term positive effects
deteriorated within a few months as participants returned to their communities and were
exposed to negative information about the other group; views about the other group reverted
to pre-encounter levels (Salomon, 2009). Salomon (2011) citing these evaluations on short
and long term impacts, hypothesized that without constant reinforcement to combat the

negative information about the other group, attempts at improving views of the other will fail
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in the long term.

However Salomon (2009) showed that although attitudes regress, there is a lasting
underlying effect that remains. Israeli and Palestinian high school students took part in a year
long encounter group and both groups reported improvements in how they view the other
group. Two months following, their attitudes towards the other group had already regressed
to pre-encounter group levels. Three separate studies were conducted with both groups. In
the first, half the participants played a role-playing exercise where they had to argue for the
narrative of the other side. The two other studies were conducted by having participants of
the encounter group peer-teach other students on what they gained from the experience.
Three months following the exercises, the Israeli attitudes towards the Palestinians had
improved but the Palestinians attitudes towards the Israelis had not improved and remained

low (Salomon, 2009).

This view is shared with other regions in conflict that conduct encounter groups. A study
in Northern Ireland on the effectiveness of government sponsored promotion of contact
between Protestants and Catholics between 1968 and 1999 found impressions of one another
had not improved in all that time, however programming did have an effect on improving
optimism and keeping relations at a sustained level (Cairns & Hewstone, 2002). A study on
the long term effects of encounter groups involving Greek and Turkish Cypriots found little

long term positive effects (as cited in Salomon, 2011).
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Some of the literature is more optimistic about the effects of the encounter group
experience on participants. Ifat Maoz (2000a; 2001) and Rabah Halabi and Nava
Sonnenschein (2004) see Arab empowerment as a net gain within the context of the conflict.
The fact that Palestinian participants in their studies are able to compensate for the outside
power asymmetry by providing a unified and knowledgeable front towards Israeli
participants is a positive step in the development of the Palestinian collective identity.
However these authors have not explored whether a net gain for the Palestinian participants

is interpreted as a loss for Israeli participants.

So, can it be said that encounter groups are successful in situations of ongoing conflict? It
depends on the goals of the encounter group. If judged by the objectives set out in the
literature, then only partially. The literature shows that there are moderately positive changes
related to increasing belief in peace and willingness for contact with the other group, and
there are temporary positive changes in attitude and perceptions towards the other group,
weakening of stereotypes, and reducing the belief that violence as a legitimate means.
Although temporary, these outcomes have been demonstrated to be revived. However in
terms of societal changes related to promoting co-existence, reducing prejudices, correcting
power imbalances and reducing tensions, encounter groups have not reached their stated

objectives.

Ultimately, under conditions of ongoing conflict both groups have differing and
conflicting objectives, therefore encounter groups as a means of finding co-existence and

reconciliation remain elusive. For Israelis, the goal is to end violence. For Palestinians, the
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goal is to correct the wrongs they feel have been done to them and gain independence and
freedom (Salomon, 2009; Salomon, 2011). These goals related to the outside conflict frame
the dialogue within the encounter group and therefore the dynamics between Israeli and
Palestinian participants within the group. Israelis and Palestinians have different and
sometimes conflicting needs from the encounter group. Within encounter groups, Israelis
seek to get along as a way to humanize one another to stop the violence while Palestinians
seek structural change (Maoz 1997; Maoz 2000b). Additionally, the two groups’ belief
systems about the conflict are so intrinsically different that many times, positive impacts are
lost. From experience, each group tends to have different views on what the conflict is all
about with Israelis believing that Palestinians hate Jews because they are Jews and
Palestinians believing that Israelis want to throw Palestinians off their land. If one’s belief
system is in opposition to what one heard in the encounter group, impact of change will be
affected (Salomon, 2011). These belief systems are tied to culture, power position and group

identity which will be discussed in chapter three.

This competition of goals is only periodically identified in the literature and at times
encounter group approaches are modified slightly to take this into account. In those cases
found in the literature, this meant modifying the structure to allow Palestinians to gain more
power within the encounter group as a remedy for their powerlessness in the outside conflict
and requiring the Israeli participants to undergo a change in perception of the power
dynamics. Israelis were expected to recognize their position of power over Palestinians,
however change in perception was not required of the Palestinians. Empowering the

Palestinian participants and exposing the power asymmetry to the Israeli participants was
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also attempted through an exchange of collective narratives. In all cases found in the
literature that these attempts were made, it was for the benefit of compensating the power
asymmetry for the benefit of the Palestinian participants. These ideas will be expanded on in

subsequent chapters.

As encounter groups are designed by Western style theoretical perspectives and styles,
this poses an additional challenge. Both Palestinians and Israeli Jews have cultural traits
which Western style conflict resolution may not take into consideration. Additionally all
encounter groups found in the literature were initiated and implemented by Israelis. As the
group with greater power, Israelis might be unconsciously structuring encounter groups that
benefit the more Western-oriented Israelis at the expense of Arab Palestinians whose culture
differs. Since no Palestinian initiated encounter group was found in the literature, it is
impossible to know. And whether this is the reason that the literature favours Israeli change
and not Palestinian change is difficult to know, however Israeli writers may be focussing on
the burden of change being on the Israeli participants and society consciously because they
are the initiators, implementers and providing the analysis and feel the burden of change falls

on them as the more powerful group.

As outlined above, the majority of encounter groups are based on the Contact Hypothesis
where contact under certain conditions can reduce hostility and prejudice and create more
positive attitudes between groups in conflict. The majority of research that does include an
evaluative component compares the attitudes of participants before and after intergroup

contact to determine if contact did indeed effectively improve relations. As seen above,
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encounter groups between Israelis and Palestinians only partially fit the Contact Hypothesis
model in that there is personal and sustained interaction, however there is unequal status
between the groups and incompatible goals both for the outside conflict and the dialogue
group. The Robber’s Cave experiment model of having a superordinate goal may work at
times when both groups can find a neutral goal, however, in this conflict, few areas of
discussion or activity are neutral. Additionally, both the Robber’s Cave experiment and the
Contact Hypothesis contain within them the need for outside support. The success of the
encounter group experience requires the support of the society around it from politicians,
home, school, neighbourhood, and the media (Salomon, 2004b). But during active conflict
such support is not available in either society leading encounter groups to be viewed by
many as subversive activity (Salomon, 2004a). This becomes apparent once the participants
leave the safe environment of the encounter group for a home and society which often views
their actions as threatening. In both societies, there is pressure not to meet the other group.
This results in many encounter group participants not talking to peers or family about what
they learned. Previous beliefs about the other group quickly replace any new information

that was gained.

The issue of societal support is critical when discussing encounter groups. The collective
narratives of both groups are strong and are constantly being reinforced by the conflict and
socio-political forces around it and events suppress the previously attained changes
(Salomon, 2011). Even if within the group setting true symmetry is achieved and lessons are
learned, the outside conflict is still ongoing. Once a person leaves the protection of the

encounter group, they are exposed to the societal messages from home, school,
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neighbourhood, and the media. This can include both violent actions from either side or
threats and statements made against or about the other group. As stated above, studies show
that acquisition of information can be attained from short encounters, however for
information that contradicts previous ideas and conceptions, short encounters can only do so
much (Salomon, 2004b). Changes in attitudes take time. The study of friendships mentioned
above showed that within a few months, attitudinal change all but disappeared and this result
was recreated in other studies (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005; Salomon, 2009; Salomon,

2011).

The flip side of societal support is the ripple effect. One of the hopes imbedded within
encounter groups is that there will be a ripple effect towards the surrounding societies
(Salomon, 2011). The hope is that participants in the group as part of their respective
communities will take the lessons learned about the other group and communicate this with
their peers, families and community. It has been proven that out-group contact can influence
others within the in-group. For example, a person who attended an encounter group tells
those who have not participated in the encounter group which hopefully leads to more

positive attitudes and reduces stress (Salomon, 2011).

The reality is somewhat different. Members of groups in an entrenched and long term
conflict are often very suspicious and threatened by the idea of meeting with the enemy
group. This sense of threat is communicated constantly through the culture of both groups in
conflict. Meeting with the other group may be interpreted as traitorous, going against the

groups’ interests and those participating take the risk of social exclusion to some extent. This
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impacts on how much a participant will share with others outside the group which limits the
ripple effect and limits the amount of societal support can be created. Steinberg (2004) in her
study of dialogue patterns found that both Israelis and Palestinians reverted to ethnocentric
speech and ideas after making emotional breakthroughs in the group with one another. Her
explanation was that once a member of a collective felt empathy with the other group, they
quickly had to take reparative thinking to justify its group’s bad deeds because once the
group has ended, they return to their community and risked social ostracism if they admitted
empathy for the other (Steinberg, 2004). Salomon (2011) notes that although not formally
researched in situations of prolonged conflict, it can be theorized based on what is known
about attitude change towards the other group that a ripple effect would only be sustainable
with constant reinforcement of the positive information about the other group (Salomon,

2011).

Another important element of encounter groups that requires analysis is that they are self-
selecting and tend to attract mostly those who are already open to meeting with the other
group. From a review of the literature, only one study found had been conducted specific to
encounter groups and participants with more conservative attitudes and positions on the
conflict. Maoz (2003) conducted a study of Israeli conservatives (those with right-wing
opinions) and liberals (those with left-wing opinions) to look at attitude change related to
openness to meeting Palestinians in an encounter group setting and attitude change towards
Palestinians after meeting with them. What she found was that as expected, Israeli
conservatives were less open to meeting Palestinians than Israeli liberals, however once

meeting Palestinians, Israeli conservatives had a greater change in attitude towards
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Palestinians than Israeli liberals. Conservative attitudes were defined by the political party
with which the participant identified. Change in attitude was defined as increased trust,
willingness for more contact, and feelings of commonality. It should be noted that
conservatives compared to liberals still rated lower satisfaction with the encounter and when
directly asked, reported that their attitudes did not change towards Palestinians. The change
in attitude occurred in the multi-focal before/after questionnaires which showed a marked
improvement in overall impressions and attitude change towards Palestinians when asked if
they were willing to have a Palestinian neighbour, willing to meet again with Palestinians

and other social-distance attitudes (Maoz, 2003).

This study illustrates that there is a difference between one’s stated impression of an
encounter or of the out-group and their actual internal feelings towards the encounter or the
out-group. There are many conservatives in both Israeli and Palestinian societies who
outwardly disparage both the other group and the idea of encounters with them, however are
at the same time very curious and internally want to take part even if to simply share their
opinions- why I am right and you are wrong- and then confirm their previous impressions of
the other side. There is a resistance to changing one’s attitudes, especially those with
conservative beliefs, however this study shows that there is still an impact at least in the
short term. It is not clear if a change in prejudices and social attitudes through contact
translates to a change in political beliefs. A change in attitude will not necessarily mark a
change in behaviour. People know that smoking is not healthy yet many still refuse to quit.
A change in attitude may be abstract to the person or group who reported attitude change

(Maoz, 2005).
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These findings are particularly important considering in today’s political landscape in
Israel, political conservative minded people occupy the majority and are the most
unmotivated to speak to Palestinians. Liberal minded Israelis are known to outwardly
advocate for dialogue, negotiations and problem solving with Palestinians and are oriented to
make concessions and compromises whereas conservative Israelis tend to be less willing to

make compromises and hold more extreme positions on Palestinians (Maoz, 2003).

In contrast, Daniel Bar Tal, Alona Raviv, and Tali Freund, (1994) studies of Israelis have
suggested that those with conservative attitudes do not undergo an attitude change when
faced with conflicting information; instead they rationalize or discount the new information
(Bar Tal, Raviv & Freund, 1994). When conservative Israelis were presented with
information that contradicted their worldview, they discredited the sources of information.
This is in line with social psychologists on groups in conflict that tend to seek out
information that reaffirms their beliefs about the other group and ignore information that
contradicts these beliefs. However, Moaz’s (2003) work shows that contact can be more
effective for humanizing the out-group for those higher in pre-encounter prejudice (Maoz,
2003). It should be noted that Maoz’s research was conducted in 1998 at a period of hope in
the peace process before it deteriorated into violence in 2000. This period of hope may have
impacted the responses. Since the deterioration of the second Intifada, Israelis have tended to
become more conservative in their views of Palestinians as judged by voting patterns

(Salomon, 2004b).
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Conclusion

As illustrated through a thorough analysis of the relevant literature on Israeli-Palestinian
encounter groups, these groups have not been as successful in changing attitudes in the long
term as theory suggests. Participants regress to pre-encounter group views within a few
months and while the benefits may be dormant and able to be revived through further
meetings, the ripple effect to the wider societies does not occur. In fact, while the conflict is

still ongoing, each group’s community pressures participants to conform to the ‘us vs. them

mentality and the conflict structures remain unchanged.
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Chapter Three

Power Asymmetry, Culture and Communications, and Collective Narratives

Chapter two laid out the background for what the academic literature says on how
Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups developed, the different approaches taken and the
evaluated impacts both in the short and long term on participants and on the societies they
inhabit. In chapter three, this paper analyzes the key themes or categories that appear in

much of the literature.

The reasons why Israeli-Palestinian encounter groups haven’t been as successful as
theorized is complex and contains multiple reasons and variables. Grounded Theory as a
methodology allows the data and analysis generated in the literature on encounter groups to
be categorized through the process of comparison of the various analyses and their
indicators. That is, the examples illustrated and their analysis in the literature can be
categorized based on the emerging observations of the writer. This chapter will organize the
repeating themes that emerge in the literature into a series of categories in order to gain
better understanding of the dynamics that occur in encounter groups. The themes will be
organized into the following interrelated and intermeshed categories that affect the outcomes

of the groups: power asymmetry, culture and communication, and collective narratives.

Power Asymmetry
Power asymmetry between Israelis and Palestinians and how this affects group dynamics

is a major focus in the literature. This is an outcome of the fact that most encounter groups
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have been between Israeli citizens- Jewish and Palestinian. Although Jewish and Palestinian
Israelis have equal rights by law, Jewish Israelis enjoy more benefits from government, non-
government institutions and foreign charities. Additionally, because of the conflict with
West Bank and Gazan Palestinians, Israeli Jews tend to be suspicious of Israeli Palestinians.
According to Professor Sammy Smooha’s 2006 Index of Arab-Jewish relations in Israel,
“separation exists today between Jews and Arabs in places of residence, in schools, in
institutions and in family and friendship networks” (Smooha, 2006, p. 17). Israeli
Palestinians have a harder time finding jobs because of lower education levels, lack of
employment opportunities where they live and discrimination by Jewish Israeli employers
(Shamir, 2005). The result is that almost 50% of Palestinian Israelis live below the poverty

line (National Insurance Institute Israel, 2008).

For Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, the power asymmetry is even greater and
therefore also a barrier to dialogue. Israelis live at one of the highest levels in the Middle
East. The GDP per capita is $28,600 (Central Bureau of Investigations (CIA) Factbook,
2009) in Israel compared to $2,900 (CIA Factbook, 2008) in the West Bank and Gaza. Infant
mortality in Israel is 4.17 deaths/1,000 live births (CIA Factbook, 2009) compared to 15.41
deaths/1,000 live births in the West Bank and Gaza (CIA Factbook, 2008). Life expectancy
for Israelis is 80.86 years (CIA Factbook, 2009) and 74.78 years for Palestinians (CIA
Factbook, 2008). The unemployment rate is only 6.2% in Israel yet 26% in the West Bank
and Gaza (World Data Bank, 2008). In terms of education levels as an indicator of
development, both Israelis and Palestinians have high literacy rates- 95.3% for the West

Bank and Gaza (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2006) and 95% for Israelis (Israel
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2004), however large gaps exists in highest educations levels
attained with 22.9% of Israelis have attained BA degrees or higher (Israel Central Bureau of
Statistics, 2008) and only 5.7% of the West Bank population has a BA degree or higher (no
data is available from Gaza) (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2006). Due to the lack
of employment for Palestinians and lower standard of living compared to Israelis
(approximately 10% of the GDP of Israelis), it is apparent that this impacts on basic needs

(food, clothing, housing) and core needs (health, education) for much of the population.

Additionally, Palestinians have been suffering from the occupation since 1967, which
entails a lack of freedom and agency which impacts their daily lives. Beyond not having
control of many simple day-to-day abilities such as movement in parts of the West Bank and
the ability to easily leave the West Bank and Gaza, there is also the issue that they do not
have an official and independent state. Currently the Palestinian Authority is an
administrative body set up to govern Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza and only has
partial control of lands and population with Israel retaining administrative control over the
majority of the West Bank land and population and the borders of both the West Bank and
Gaza. Even those areas of the West Bank and Gaza that are self-governed by the Palestinian
Authority and Hamas are considered rife with corruption. This inability to properly self-
govern impacts the population, how they view themselves and how they view the Israelis.
Although there is less academic study of encounter groups between West Bank and Gazan
Palestinians and Israelis, it is recognized in the literature that the two populations (Israeli

Jews and Palestinians) differ in social class, income, political power, ownership and control
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of land, education quality and attainment and more generally, civil and legal rights

(Salomon, 2004b).

Part of the critical assumptions of the Contact Hypothesis is that the groups involved are
equal in status in terms of power. Only under conditions of symmetry is the encounter
assumed to induce a positive change in attitude and weakening of stereotypes (Maoz, 2000b;
Amir, 1969). In fact, contact between individuals of unequal status, where the external or
historical status imbalance is maintained, can act to perpetuate existing negative stereotypes
(Maoz, 2000a) and create a hostile environment. A symmetrical encounter will be responsive
to the needs of the participants and more likely to stimulate interest, motivation and therefore

involvement (Maoz, 2005).

The majority of the encounter group literature that focuses on power asymmetry involve
Palestinian Israelis and Jewish Israelis as unequal citizens of Israel; the focus is on Israelis as
a majority population and the Palestinian Israelis as a minority population living within the
State of Israel. Jewish Israelis as the majority control most of the material resources and
represented by a wide range of governmental and non-governmental institutions which
means that the majority population controls the power within the state. As minority
populations suffering from a lack of power, Palestinian Israelis are more likely to become
involved in grass roots activities such as encounter groups as a substitute for true agency in
Israeli society (Suleiman, 2004). From personal experience, I believe this to be true of
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza as well who are the majority at inter-group peace

conferences. In the absence of ways to gain agency, they partake in encounter groups as well
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as other means such as political violence and involvement with Palestinian political
organizations. Another reason for greater Palestinian participation than Israeli participation
is that for Israelis, life is relatively normal. Israelis have freedom of movement, a vibrant
economy and relative safety. For Palestinians who are often limited in movement to their
geographic area (city or region) unless they receive permission from the Israeli army to enter
Israeli territory and because of the widespread poverty, Palestinians come to encounter

groups to escape their reality.

When the two groups meet, the dynamics are often filled with conflict. Maoz et al. (2002)
conducted an encounter group comprised of university students and found that the
discussions were marked by a lack of mutual listening and understanding (Maoz et al, 2002).
The two groups were motivated by differing goals: the Israelis wanted to get along with the
Palestinians, the Palestinians were looking for structural change and acknowledgement of
their suffering from the Israelis. Each side attempted to dominate the power dynamics of the

room through interruption and attempting to change topics and to be morally superior.

There is some dispute about how these power dynamics play out in the encounter group.
Some studies noted that the outside power asymmetry is recreated within the encounter
group where the Israelis lead the agenda and discussions and the Palestinians are silenced
(Maoz et al., 2004). Others claim that there is an opposite asymmetrical power relationship
but with the Palestinians controlling the room (Maoz, 2000a; Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004)
through their superior knowledge of the conflict and their situation as a victimized group.

Discussion of the conflict serves as a source of empowerment for the Palestinian participants
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who have more knowledge of the conflict than the Israelis particularly related to their
minority status and how this impacts their lives (Maoz, 2000a). Israeli participants are often
aware only of what is reported in the Israeli media or what they themselves experienced with
Palestinians in the army. Palestinians have more direct knowledge and exposure to the
conflict and the Palestinian media reports on different issues and facts on the ground. Each
side’s media generally reports on the issues that pertain to and impact their
readership/viewers so much information will be missing to both sides. There is no indication
of the differences between the two groups studied as to how the asymmetrical relationship
was created to the benefit of one group or the other, only analysis of the dynamics that lead

to power asymmetry.

Encounter groups discussed in the literature are almost always initiated, lead and directed
by Israelis therefore implicitly constructed by the group with greater power. Their purpose
based on the Contact Hypothesis to promote tolerance, togetherness and co-existence
between Israelis and Palestinians, is viewed by the Palestinian participants as serving the
ideological interests of the more powerful at the cost of Palestinian interests (Maoz, 2000b).
This is not to say that many Palestinians do not have an interest in tolerance, togetherness or
co-existence, however at best this tactic is viewed by Palestinians as diverting their
ideologies and interests and at worst, at the expense of their ideologies and interests.
Although all encounter groups in the literature contained an open discussion style to allow
the participants to discuss what interests them, by the Israelis setting the agenda and
structure of encounter groups put the Palestinian participants in a passive position of having

to either accept the agenda or work against it.
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Within the literature, this is illustrated by groups often having difficulty related to the
agenda and discussion topics. Because the two groups have differing and sometimes
conflicting goals, a conflict over the structure of the group itself often occurs. For example,
in one study, an encounter group comprising teachers were given the task of discussing
issues in education that both groups have in common. The challenge became how much is
the outside conflict related to the topic and how much should the outside conflict be
discussed. In the study Maoz (2000a) found that the entire first five years of nine years of
discussions centred primarily around the conflict itself and further along it lessened to where
it only occupied a third of the discussion topics of the final two years (Maoz, 2000a). This
reflects a continuous struggle between the Israeli and Palestinian participants in the project
with the Israelis struggling against discussing the wider conflict and its impacts and
preferring to concentrate on neutral topics and the Palestinians insisting on bringing the

dynamics of the outside conflict into the room.

In many of the encounter groups studied, Israelis attempted to relate to the Palestinians as
individuals while the Palestinians attempted to relate to the Israelis as representatives of their
group. The Palestinians needed to first concentrate on the intergroup relations in order to
move on to interpersonal relations while the Israelis required the reverse order to move
forward. This is understandable as Palestinians needs are related to issues of structure,
fairness and from their perspective, justice. Israelis have a need to first trust the individual as
a representative of their group before moving on to the larger issues that require change. This
“kabuki dance” replays itself over and over again in the literature and from experience with

the two sides struggling to control whether to focus on the intergroup aspect first or the
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interpersonal aspect first. Because the needs of the two groups differ so greatly, the
encounter group experience is often not fully satisfactory for either side (Maoz, 2003
regarding Israeli Jewish conservatives; Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Maoz et al., 2004).
The back and forth between intergroup and interpersonal means much of the time is wasted

on deciding the focus of the encounter and therefore which group to satisfy.

Ifat Maoz (2000b) developed recommendations for encounter groups that are in contrast
to the classic contact paradigms of Allport whose Contact Hypothesis does not take into
account the surrounding socio-political environment, particularly an asymmetrical power
relationship. Her perspective views the structured intergroup encounter as filled with
political context which mirrors to some degree the external reality of conflict (Maoz, 2000b).
To balance this, she proposes viewing encounter group experiences not simply as bringing
the stakeholders to the room to lead to positive change in attitudes, rather to view the
encounter as a competition in which different groups “seek to express their identities and

promote different, sometimes conflicting, goals and agendas” (Maoz, 2000b, p. 138).

This recommendation is based on the lessons learned in a medium term experiment
between Israelis and Palestinians. Ifat Maoz, Shoshana Steinberg, Dan Bar-On, and Mueen
Fakhereldeen (2002) took the lessons learned from Sherif’s experiments of having groups in
conflict work towards a superordinate goal and tried to apply it to Israelis and Palestinians.
In this case, mixed groups of Jewish Israeli and Palestinian Israeli high school teachers
worked together over a school year meeting once or twice a month towards the development

of a study unit on Jewish and Arab affairs to be taught in their respective schools. The study
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unit was to include linguistic, cultural and historical information about each group as a way
to get to know one another in a non-threatening manner. The study unit was not to touch on
the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians; Maoz and her team felt that there is enough
cultural knowledge to share as a way for the other group (Israeli or Palestinian) to become
more familiar with one another. As part of the experiment, the groups were instructed that no
political discussions were allowed between the participants as a way for the two sides to get
to know one another without the burden of intergroup conflicts arising. The results were that
all teams ending up devoting at least two sessions directly on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
although explicitly banned from the project and less than half the groups got beyond the
planning stages. The final evaluation questionnaires showed that the majority of both groups
believed that they received something positive from the experience by learning about the

other but low satisfaction from the joint pedagogical work (Maoz et al., 2002).

The main issue, however, was that the Palestinians and some of the Israelis wanted to
discuss the surrounding political issues while the majority of the Israelis wanted to stick to
the agenda of creating a joint study unit. The group that wanted to discuss the political
situation eventually convinced the group that was against the idea. It is evident that for the
Israeli planners of the project, Arab affairs in Israel were not directly related to the outside

conflict but for Palestinian Israelis the two were intimately intertwined.

The majority did not complete the study unit. Those that did finish the study unit were the
Israeli participants only as the Palestinians were not interested in collaborating on the

project; they were interested in discussing the outside conflict and used this project as an
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opportunity to meet with Israelis. The Palestinians, as a minority with less power, saw the
notion of cooperation and joint work as advancing the interests of the Jewish majority by
perpetuating and legitimizing the asymmetrical balance of power. The Palestinians
reportedly saw the limitation of not discussing the outside conflict as diverting the discourse
of the encounter away from the minority’s group expressions of dissent, conflict, and
subversive messages. By promoting a different agenda centred on political discussion of the
conflict and by not taking part in the group project when their needs were not satisfied, they
were able to correct the inherent bias against them and work towards their interests.
Additionally, Palestinian Israelis as the minority know much about the culture, language and
history of Israeli Jews while Israeli Jews do not know much about Palestinians. Therefore
the objective of the study group- creating a study unit on Jewish and Arab affairs as a way to
get to know one another- was for the benefit of the Jewish Israelis but little practical benefit
for Palestinian Israelis. It is true that in asymmetrical power situations, the powerless always

knows more about the powerful than the reverse.

In the above example, the participants on both sides could not agree on the project’s
agenda so the project failed. This coupled with the main political dispute between Israeli-
Jews and Palestinians makes joint work even for what is perceived as a superordinate goal,
very difficult. A study unit on Arab and Jewish affairs within Israel was thought of as a
neutral topic only by the Jewish Israeli initiators who felt that the structural power
asymmetry between Jews and Arabs within Israel and the conflict in the West Bank and
Gaza can be separated from the daily lives of both peoples. The Palestinian Israelis as the

group with less power in the society obviously felt that this project was not neutral and the
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outside conflict had to be part of the process and final product (Maoz et al., 2002). The
Palestinian participants responded to the socio-political imbalance of power with the Israeli
group by stressing the issues of conflict, discrimination, and inequality in the encounter
dialogue, and attempted to challenge and alter the status quo, which they regard as

illegitimate and unstable (Maoz, 2000b).

In contrast, a study by Baha Zuabi (as cited in Salomon, 2009) of soccer teams made up
of Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian-Israeli children showed that compared to uni-national
soccer teams, their impressions and attitudes towards each other’s group were significantly
more positive. In this case, the two groups were mixed as a result of the club’s distance from
their homes and not as a forced co-existence project. The teammates had a common goal that
united them: it was not just a common activity that demanded cooperation. Winning a game
as the common goal was more important relative to the national identity of the team mates
(Salomon, 2009). Although the two studies are very different in that they are evaluating
different aspects of encounter experiences, three reasons help explain why the project by
Maoz et al. failed and Zuabi’s was successful. 1) Maoz’s project’s goals were considered
superordinate only by one side thereby putting the other side in the uncomfortable situation
of either accepting a situation they were uncomfortable with or fighting against it. 2) The
goals of Zuabi’s group were not forced on them therefore both the experiences and the
results were more natural and neutral. People who believe that they are being forced into a
position they may not agree with, particularly in situations of conflict, often react negatively.

3) Children although aware of the outside conflict and many of the dynamics, are not
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politically aware to the same extent as adults and may be more willing to set aside

differences for the sake of a common goal that they believe in.

Minority populations in a position of powerlessness know more about the majority
population as the powerful than vice versa, just as children know more about their parents
and slaves knew more about their masters. This knowledge of the majority population is
used by the Palestinians to help them compensate for the power asymmetry. In some of the
literature, the Palestinian superiority of knowledge about the conflict helped the Israeli
participants both understand the Palestinian side and receive something positive from the
focus on the outside conflict (Maoz, 2000a). In a long term group from the 1990s, Maoz
(2000a) reported that Israeli participants expressed positive attitudes of the Palestinian’s
participants’ knowledge of the dynamics and impacts of the conflict. This happened at an
advanced stage where previously the Israeli participants had been reluctant to discuss the
outside conflict. However, in later literature, the trend is towards the opposite dynamics
where Israeli participants felt deeply uncomfortable with Palestinian knowledge and control
of the group (Maoz, 2000a). This may be explained by the time period of the encounter
group itself. Before the Oslo agreement of 1993, Israelis had little knowledge of the
dynamics and views in Palestinian society. By the Second Intifada of 2000, Israelis were
losing belief in the ability to come to an agreement with the Palestinians. Therefore the
surrounding socio-political factors will influence the perception of experience and whether

positive or negative.



A REFLEXIVE APPROACH TO ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN ENCOUNTER GROUPS 50

One of the key issues interwoven into the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the idea of threat
and fear. Fear to power status and collective identity are interwoven both within the conflict
and within the encounter group. There is a fear that if Israelis listen to Palestinians, they will
somehow lose their collective identity (Maoz et al., 2004) and their hegemony over
Palestinians. Israelis fear that losing their power over Palestinians will negatively impact
their security. This fear of losing hegemonic control is based on the history of the Jewish
people of powerlessness to majority population’s abuse. This history is long and ingrained
both to the religious and cultural aspects of Judaism therefore in the psychology of the

people.

The sense of threat to Jewish national and cultural hegemony can be illustrated by a study
by Nava Sonnenschein, Zvi Bekerman and Gabriel Horenczyk (2010). The study described
the dynamics of an Israeli-Palestinian encounter group reported that Israeli hegemony was
the hardest aspect to alter because it is interwoven with the sense of existential threat. The
Jewish participants felt that if the power structure was reversed and the Palestinians had the
power, the Jews would face the threat of death or expulsion much as Jews had throughout
European history. This sense of threat lasted through much of the encounter group. After
many meetings, at the end of the encounter group experience, the Israeli participants
reported having a better understanding of the power structures of the Jewish majority vs. the
Palestinian minority in Israel. Most were reportedly willing to change key areas for a more
equitable distribution of power in the country particularly when they were able to separate
between collective identity (as Jewish Israelis) and the state’s (Jewish) character

(Sonnenschein, Bekerman & Horenczyk, 2010).
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According to Maoz (2000a) Majority-Minority Power Relation theories states that
majority populations will attempt to keep control through direct social pressure to produce
compliance in the minority population (Maoz, 2000a). Minority populations tend to take an
indirect, private, latent, or delayed approach to capturing power (Maoz, 2000a) to slowly

convince the majority population of the justness of its position.

However the literature does not illustrate this dynamic. Although Israelis amongst
themselves will be assertive and aggressive, when they argue with Palestinians in an
encounter group they are often hesitant, qualifying their arguments, backtracking, and
providing context to their statements (Maoz, 2003). This could be because they are put on
the defensive by Palestinian participants who claim that Israelis have suffered less yet are the
more powerful group (economically and militarily), therefore the expectation for change is

on the Israelis.

Because of the nature of the outside conflict with Israelis controlling and the Palestinians
suffering greater damage to their society, often the power is shifted to the Palestinian
participants through use of emotionalism. Israelis participants generally sympathize to a
degree with the suffering of the Palestinians and often this can create feelings of
empowerment for the Palestinian participants through sympathy. This dynamic is apparent

both in the literature and from encounter group experiences.

In encounter group meetings where the focus is on a more neutral topic, Israelis tend to

control the power dynamics within the encounter groups though speaking more often and for
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longer, taking control of the agenda and other leadership roles, taking more active stands on

issues and an overall greater impact on the wider group (Maoz, 2000a; Maoz, 2000b).

In encounter group meetings that focused on the relationship between Israelis and
Palestinians where the outside conflict was discussed, Palestinians tended to attend more
often and in larger numbers. Additionally, Palestinians and not Israelis tended to have
control of the room: Palestinians talked more and for longer than the Israeli participants and
Palestinians tended to initiate more topics and make assertions that needed to be defended by
the Israelis (Maoz, 2000a). The power asymmetry reverses with Palestinians having a greater
power at the micro level of the encounter group. The Palestinians are empowered by this
context while the Israelis were left being defensive and had difficulty defending their views

(Maoz & Ellis, 2003).

Encounter groups can be seen partially as an aid to correcting the power imbalance by
pointing out to the participants that Palestinians are largely powerless dealing with
internalized oppression and Israelis are largely powerful (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004).
Although in many ways this is apparent, this fact may not be fully understood by many of
the Israelis who participate. Part of the goal of an encounter group, as outlined in chapter
two, is to aid in correcting this power imbalance by allowing the Palestinian participants to
voice their frustrations about their situation. In fact, Sara Helman (2002) believes that
dialogue encounters are premised on the idea that the conflict between the two groups is
ba