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The Role of National Identity in
Conflict Resolution

Experiences from Israeli-Palestinian
Problem-Solving Workshops

My colleagues’ and my work as scholar-pracotioners has focused on analysis
and resolution of protracted, seemingly intractable conflicts between na-
tional, ethnie, or other kinds of identity groups, best exemplified by inter-
communal conflicts, such as those in Cyprus, Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka,
Bosnia, and apartheid South Africa. My own most intensive and extensive
experience, over the past quarter-century, has been with the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict, and my analysis draws primarily on that experience.!

Using the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as a case in point, this chapter ex-
armnines the way in which issues of national identity can exacerbate an inter-
national or intercommunal conflict and the way in which such issues can be
addressed in conflict-resolution efforts. The chapter starts out with a brief
history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, setting the stage for the identity
isstues at the heart of the conflict. It then proceeds to describe the struggle
over national identity berween the two peoples, which has led them to per-
cetve their conflict in zero-sum terms, with respect to not only territory and
resources but also national identity and national existence. Next, it argues
that long-term resolution of this and similar deep-rooted conflicts requires
changes in the groups’ natonal identities, such that affirmation of one
group’s identity is no longer predicated on negation of the orher’s identity.
Such identity changes are possible as long as they leave the core of each
group’s national identitv intact. Furthermore, the chapter proceeds to ar-
gue, such changes meed to be and ewn be “negouiated” berween the two
groups. One venue for negotiating identity, described in the next section, is
provided by the problem-solving workshops between Israehi and Palestinian
elites that my colleagues and T have convened for many vears. Finally, the
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paper concludes with an illustratdon of the possibilities and limirs of the ne-
gotiation of identity, based on a joint Israeli-Palestinian exploration of the
problem of Palestinian refugees.

The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is now more than a century old (see Tessler,
1994, for a comprehensive account of the history of the conflict, or
Mendelsohn, 1989, and Gerner, 1991, for shorter accounts). Its origins go
back to the birth of politcal Zionism at the end of the 19th century (see
Halpern, 1969, and Hertzberg, 1973). The early decades of the 20th cen-
tury brought to Palestne waves of Jewish immigrants who purchased land,
built settlements and social insttutions, and clearly signaled their intention
to establish a Jewish homeland and ultdmately a Jewish state in Palestine.
The growing Jewish presence was soon perceived as a threat by the Arab
population of the land, which was itself influenced by the development of
Arab nationalism and the construction of a specifically Palestinian identity
(see Muslih, 1988, and Khalidi, 1997). Violence first erupted in the 1920s
‘and has continued to mark the relationship between the two peoples ever
since.

During the period of the British mandate, which was established after
World War 1, various formulas for the political future of Palestine were ex-
plored, including partition and establishment of a federal state, but none
was found to be acceptable to both the Arab and the Jewish populations (or
indeed to either one of them). In November 1947—in the wake of World
War II and the decimation of European Jewry—the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly voted to end the British mandate over Palesone (on May 15,
1948) and to partition the land into a Jewish and an Arab state, The Zionist
leadership accepted the parttion plan, with reservations. The Arab leader-
ship, both within Palestine and in the neighboring states, rejected it. Fight-
ing between the two sides broke out immediately after adopuon of the UN
resolution and turned into all-out war after May 15, 1948, when the Britsh
forces withdrew, the Jewish leadership in Palestine declared the indepen-
dent state of Israel, and regular armies from the neighboring Arab states
joined the fray. Fighting contnued unul early 1949.

In July of 1949, Israel and the Arab states signed armistice agreements
(though the state of war continued). The armistice lines became the official
borders of the State of Isracl. These borders included a larger porton of
Palestine than the UN partidon plan had allotted to the Jewish state. The
Arab state envisioned by the partidon plan did not come into being. Two
parts of mandatory Palesune remained under Arab control: the West Bank,
which was eventually annexed by Jordan, and the Gaza Strip, which came
under Egyptian administration. The establishment of Israel and the war of
1948-49 also created a massive refugee problem, with the flight or expul-
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sion of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs from their homes in the
part of Palestine that became the State of Isracl. I shall return to the refugec
problem later in this chapter.

The map changed radically as a result of the Arab-Israeli war of June
1967—and, along with it, the political aunosphere in the Middle East. By
the end of the Six-Day War, as Israelis called it, Israel occupied the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip, thus extending its control over the entire territory
of mandatory Palestine. It also occupied the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan
Heights—Egyptian and Syrian territories, respectively. The new geopoliti-
cal and strategic situation created by the 1967 War led to the Palestinianiza-
tion of the Arab-Israeli conflict, bringing it back to its origin as a conflict
berween two peoples over—and increasingly within—the land they both
claimed (Kelman, 1988).

The Palestinianization (or re-Palestnianization) of the conflict has mani-
fested 1tself in the actions of the Arab states, of the Palestinian community it-
self, and of Israel. Israels neighboring Arab states gradually withdrew from
the military struggle against Israel—though not before another major war in
1973 —leaving it, essentially, to the Palestinians themselves. The disengage-
ment of the Arab states became dramatically clear with the 1977 visit to
Jerusalemn of President Anwar Sadat of Egypr, the largest and most powerful
Arab state, an initiative that led to the Camp David accord of 1978 and the
LEgyptian-Israeli peace treaty of 1979, The Palestinians took repossession of
their struggle, which in the years between 1949 and 1967 had been mostly in
the hands of the Arab states. Fawh, under the leadership of Yasser Arafat, and
other Palestinian guerrilla organizations grew in strength and eventually
took over the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), which was originally
a creature of the Arab League. Between the 1960s and the 1980s, the Pales-
tinian movement gradually shifted its emphasis from the liberation of all
of Palestine through armed struggle against Israel to the establishment of an
independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza through largely
political means. The end of the occupation becane the immediate goal of the
movement and, with the onset of the fmtifada—the uprising in the West Bank
and Gaza—in December 1987, the occupied territories became the focal
point of its struggle. _

On the Israeli side, the imtifada turther underlined the Palestinianization
of the conflict in the wake of the 1967 War. What had been largely an inter-
state conflict between 1948 and 1967 had now been internalized by Israel—
that is, transformed into a continuous confrontation with a resentful Palcs-
tintan population, living under occupation within Israel’s post-1967
borders. Many Israelis were persuaded by the intifada that continuing occu-
pation was not tenable and that the Palestinians were indeed a people,
whose national movement had to find some political expression if there was
to be a peaceful accommodation between the two sides (Kelman, 1997¢).

By the end of the 1980s, there was a strong interest on all sides in finding
a peaceful accommodation and an increasing recognition that some version
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of a two-state solution would provide the best formula for a broadly accept-
able historic compromise. The polidcal obstacles to such a solution, how-
ever, remained severe. A number of strategic and micropolidcal considera-
dons—traceable, in partcular, to the end of the Cold War and the
aftermath of the Gulf War—eventually brought the leaderships on both
sides to the negotating table at the Madrid Conference in 1991 and the
subsequent talks in Washington. These talks, however, never developed
momentum. It was only after Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin came into
power in Israel in 1992, at the head of a government led by the Labor Party,
and gradually (and reluctantly) concluded that Israel would have to deal di-
rectly with the PLLO leadership in order to make progress in the negotia-
tons, that a breakthrough was finally achieved. This breakthrough oc-
curred in the secret Oslo talks, which culminated in the exchange of lecters
of mutual recognition between the PLO and the State of Israel (which, in
my view, was the most significant achievement of the Oslo process) and the
Declaration of Principles signed in Washingron in September 1993 (see
Kelman, 1997¢, for further details).

The Oslo breakthrough occurred because a number of long-term and
short-term interests of the parties—to which I alluded briefly—persuaded
them of the necessity of reaching an agreement. “But a significant factor
contributing to the breakthrough was the conclusion, on both sides, that
negotiations were not only necessary but also possible—that they could
yield an acceptable agreement without jeopardizing their natuonal existence.
This sense of possibility evolved out of interactuons between the two sides
that produced the individuals, the ideas, and the political atmosphere re-
quired for negotiations” (Kelman, 1997d, p. 213). A variety of unofficial
contacts between the two sides, including the workshops to be described in
this chapter, contributed to creating this sense of possibility and the climate
conducive to negotiations (see Kelman, 1995).

Though the Oslo agreement was a genuine breakthrough in the effort to
resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the process of negotiating an interim
agreement and initating final-status negotations has taced numerous ob-
stacles and experienced dangerous setbacks, all reminding us of the in-
tractability of conflicts between identity groups, such as the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict. Significant changes in the conflict have taken place with the
establishment of a Palestinian Authority (PA) in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, which constitutes the scaffolding for a Palestinian state. But the path
to a negotiated agreement has been obstructed by such events as the He-
bron massacre of Palestinians at prayer, the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin,
the suicide bombings against Israeli civilians, the continuation of the Israeli
settlement process in the West Bank, the deteriorating economy and quality
of life in the West Bank and Gaza, the corrupt and autocratic leadership of
the PA, and the three-year rule of Prime Minister Netanyahu in Israel.

The election of a new Israeli government in May of 1999 brought new
hope that serious negotiations of the final-status issues will be pursued. But
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the negotations failed and, in late September 2000, a new fntifirdu broke
out, producing a violent Israel response and a serious deterioration of the
peace process. Nevertheless I feel fairly confident that the negotiations will
eventually succeed in establishing a Palestinian state. [ am less confident
that this new state will be truly independent, secure, and viable, and that its
establishment will form the basis of a long-term peace and a cooperative,
mutually enhancing relationship with Israel, conducive to ultimate recon-
ciliation between the two peoples. How the identity issues that divide the
two peoples are addressed in the negouations and the public debates that
surround them will play a major role in determining the quality and dura-
bility of the solution achieved at the negotiating table.

The Struggle over National Identity

Although naudonal identity is carried by the individual members of a na-
tional group and can thus be studied as a property of individuals, the pre-
sent chapter refers to it as a collective phenomenon—as a property of the
group. “Insofar as a group of people have come to see themselves as consu-
tuting a unique, identifiable entity, with a claim to contnuity over time, to
unity across geographical distance, and to the right to various forms of self-
expression, we can say that they have acquired a sense of national identity.
National identity is the group’s definition of itself as a group—its concep-
tion of its enduring characteristics and basic values; its strengths and weak-
nesses; its hopes and fears; its reputation and conditions of existence; its in-
stitutions and traditions; and its past history, current purposes, and furure
prospects” (Kelman, 19973, p. 171; see also Kelman, 1998b).

In the Israeli-Palestinian and other such conflicts, the threat to collective
identity 1s a core issue in the conflict, which is integrally related to the
strugele over territory and resources. Both peoples and their national
movements claim the same territory, and each seeks ownership of that terri-
tory and control over its resources as the basis of an independent state that
gives political expression to its nauonal 1dentity. The integrity of this col-
lective idenuty is critical to each group for several reasons. First, the in-
tegrity of the national identity is an end in itself, in that the identity serves
as a source of distinctiveness, unity, and continuity for the group and of a
sense of belongingness for its members. Second, the national identity con-
stitutes the ultimate justification of the group’s claim to ownership of the
land and control of its resources. And third, the national identty provides a
focus for developing and maintaining the group’s disunctive culture, reli-
gion, and way of life. The collective identity of each group is bolstered by a
national narrative-—an account of the group’s origins, its history, and its re-
lationship to the land—that explains and supports its sense of distincrive-
ness, its positive selt-image, and the justice of its claims and grievances.

In conflicts such as that berween Israelis and Palestinians, in which the
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two sides Iive in the same space and claim ownership of the same territory, it
is not only the actions of the other but also the identity and the very exis-
tence of the other that are a threat to the group’s own idendty. The other’
identity and its associated narrative challenge the group’s claims to owner-
ship—at least to exclusive ownership—of the land and its resources. The
other’s presence in the same space, particularly if it is accompanied by
demands for a share of the power and for recognition of the other culture,
religion, and/or language, is perceived as a threat to the integrity and cohe-
siveness of the group’s society and its way of life.

These dynamics lead to a view of the conflict as a zero-sumn struggle, not
only around territory but also around idenuaty (Kelman, 1987). Acknowl-
edging the other’s identity becomes tantamount to jeopardizing the iden-
tuty—and indeed the natonal existence—of one’s own group. Each side
“holds the view that only one can be a nadon: Either we are or they are.
They can acquire national identity and rights only at the expense of our
identity and rights” (Keiman, 1987, p. 354). Thus, over the course of the
[sraeli-Palestinian confiict, there has been a systematic tendency on each
side to deny the other’s identity as a people, the authenticity of the other’s
links to the land, the legitimacy of the other’s claims to national rights, and
the very existence of the other as a natonal group (Kelman, 1978, 1982).
Negation of the other’s identity and of the narrative in which it is embedded
becomes so important to the conflict that it ts incorporated in the identity
that each group constructs for itself and in the narradve that it presents to
the world (Kelman, 1999).

The contrastng Israeli and Palestinian narratives about the creation of
the State of Israel in 1948 both rely on the negation of the other to bolster
the justice of their own cause. For Israelis, the creation of [srael represented
a rightful return of the Jewish people to its ancestral homeland. Establish-
ment of a Jewish state in Palestne did not, in their eyes, consttute an injus-
tice to the Arabs who resided there, because Palestinian Arabs were not a
people, distinct from the Arab inhabitants of surrounding countries, and
never exercised sovereignty in Palesune. Moreover, in the Israeli narratve,
the responsibility for the Palestinian refugee problem and the suffering of
the Palestinian Arab population rests with their own aggressive and incom-
petent leadership, which rejected all compromise and initated violent at-
tacks in the effort to block the establishment of Israel. For Palestinians, by
contrast, the creation of Israel represented an act of usurpation by Euro-
pean settlers, who forcefully displaced the indigenous population and de-
stroved their society, their property, and their way of life. In the Palestinian
narrative, Jews are a religious group, not a nation entitled to its own state,
and Zionism is a form of settler colonialism that imposed itself on a region
in which it has no roots. Each idendty gains some of its strength and legiti-
macy from negating and delegiumizing the other,

Idendties that rest in part on negation of the other inevitably take on
an exclusivist and monolithic character (Kelman, 1997b). In the Israeli-
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Palestinian conflict, such exclusivist and monolithic definitions of identity
have begun to give way in recent years. For significant segments ot the two
population, however—and in some respects even for large majorities—such
definidons still prevail.

In the Israeli-Palestinian case, a defining element of each group’s identity
is its relationship to the land and its history. Insofar as this relationship is
exclusive—that is, insofar as the group’s idenuty rests on the view that the
land and its history belong to it alone and that the other’ claims on them as
part of its own identity are illegitimate and inauthentic-—there is little room
for conflict resolution. Conflict resolution becomes an option when the
parties accept the possibility that certain elements of identity may be shared
with the other, acknowledging that the other also has a profound attach-
ment to the land, anchored in authentc historical tes to it. Israelis and
Palestinians have been gradually moving toward acceptance of shared ele-
ments of idenuty as they have been searching for a poliucal formula for
sharing the land. It has proved more difficult for the two sides, so far, to ac-
cept Jerusalem as a shared element of the two identites and to develop a
political formuia to reflect that view.

Identites that rest on negadon of the other also take on a monolithic
characrer; that 1s, all dimensions of the group’s identity—such as ethnicity,
religion, and language—tend to be viewed as highly correlated. The ide-
ology calls for complete correspondence between ethnic boundaries, politi-
cal boundartes, boundaries of emotional attachment, and boundartes of in-
tensive interaction. Self and other are, in principle, completely separated
along all of these lines. The Israeli-Palestnian conflict, as well as other pro-
tracted conflicts, particularly between identity groups living in close prox-
irity within a small space (such as Northern Ireland or Cyprus), might be
more amenable to resolution if there were some degree of disaggregation of
the monolithic identity, based on distinctions between different types of
boundaries. Such distinctions would allow for the development of a tran-
scendent identity—not in place of the particular ethnonational identities, but
alongside of them. In the Israeli-Palestinian case, a transcendent identity
could be fostered by separating the concept of the state, as a sovereign po-
litical endty, from that of the country, as a geographical entity. This distine-
tion would allow the two communities to treat the entire country (Eretz
Yisrael or Palestine) as an object of common sentimental attachment and as
the framework for common instrumental pursuits (in such areas as develop-
ment and use of water resources, environmental protection, public health,
and tourism), while living in and identfying with separate political states
within that country.

The zero-sum view of identity and the mutual denial of the other’s iden-
uty that I have described create serious obstacles to conflict resolution. All
issues tend to become existential—matters of life and death for each side.
Compromise solutions that involve sharing of the land or agreeing on dif-

ferent boundaries for different purposes are likely to threaten exclusivise
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and monolithic idenuties. The demonized other is not trusted to negotiate
in good faith and respect agreements. In short, when acceptance of the
other’s national rights and recognition of the other’s national identty are
seen as relinquishing the group’s own rights and jeopardizing its own iden-
uty, distributive solutions based on compromise are hard to achieve. Evenif
the parties agree to make certain compromises in response to reality de-
mands and external pressures, these compromises are unlikely to lead to
durable changes in the relationship between the conflicting groups, con-
ducive to stable peace, mutually enhancing interaction, and ultimate recon-
ctliation. Lasting change requires mutual adjustments in collective identdiry.

Identity Changes

The stubborn resistance to change in collective idenuties is widely recog-
nized and taken for granted. Yet identtes have to change, at least tacidy, it
protracted identity conflicts are to be settled and, certainly, if they are to be
resolved in a way that transforms the relationship and opens the way to rec-
onciliation. South Africa provides perhaps the best illustraton of an arena
of intense, protracted conflict in which fundamental identity changes paved
the way to resolution and reconciliation, although it also illustrates the dit-
ficultes in changing the worldviews and the structural realities that became
entrenched in the apartheid era.

Despite their undeniable rigidities, identities are potentially changeable
(and indeed negotiable) for two reasons: First, unlike territory and resources,
they are not inherently zero-sum; though they are perceived and debated as
such in intense conflicts, it is in fact not the case that As identty can be rec-
ognized and expressed only if B's identity is denied and suppressed.

If the two identities are to become compatible, however, they have to be
redefined. And this points to the second reason for the potential change-
ability of group identities: they can be redefined because they are to a large
extent constructed. To view national identity as a social construction does
not imply thar it is manufactured out of nothing. There may be cases in
which one can properly speak of an imagined past, invented to buttress a
newly formed identity (cf. Anderson, 1983). Generally, however, the social
construction of an identity draws on 2 variety of authentic elements held in
common within a group: a common history, language, or religion; common
customs, cultural expressions, experiences, values, grievances, aspirations
(Kelman 1997b). Typically, the social construction of an identity involves a
dual process of discovery (or rediscovery) and creation of such common ele-
ments (Kelman, 19972a). The social construction of the identty implies a
degree of arbitrariness and flexibility in the way the idenuty is composed
(which elements are admitted into it and which omitted from it), and in
what its boundaries are (who is included and who is excluded). These
choices depend on the opportunides and necessities perceived by the elites
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that are engaged in mobilizing ethnonational consciousness for their pojiti-
cal, economic, or religious purposes (Kelman, 1997b). Serbs and Croats, for
example, share a common language and culture, but differ in religion and
historical experiences. Political leaders have at times focused on the simi-
larities in the effort to shape them into a single nawon; at other times they
have magnified the differences to define them as separate—and mutually
antagonistic—nations.

Thus, although national identities are generally constructed out of real
experiences, these experiences can be ordered in different ways, resulting in
different boundaries and priorities. As a consequence, they can be—and
typically are—deconstructed and reconstructed. “In fact, the reconstruction
of identity is a regular, ongoing process in the life of any national group.
Identities are commonly reconstructed, sometmes gradually and some-
trmnes radically, as historical circumstances change, crises emerge, opportu-

‘nities present themselves, or new elites come to the fore” (Kelman, 1997b,
p. 338). Clearly, therefore, there is room for maneuver in a group’s self-
definition, partcularly with respect to the definition of group boundaries
and the priorities among different elements of the group’s idenury.

Changes in identity over the course of a protracted conflict come about
through a combination of changed perceptions of the necessiry and the possi-
bility of resolving a conflict that has become increasingly costly to the par-
ties. The mounting costs and dwindling prospects of governing Algeria for
the French, of maintaining apartheid for white South Africans, of the occu-
pation of Palestinian territories for Israelis, and of the armed swuggle for
the Palestinians created the necessity for changes in identity: Algeria as an in-
tegral part of France, South Africa under exclusive white control, Israel
within the borders of Greater Israel, and Palestinian repossession of the en-
tre homeland were assigned lower priority in the national idenddes of
these groups as it becamne clear to a majority that these aspirations could not
be realized at an acceptable cost.

What made it possible to change these priorides was often the discovery
that accommodation of the other’s identity need not destroy the core of the
group’s own identity, and that 2 compromise solution to the conflict was
therefore negotiable. This kind of learning can take place in the course of
official or unofficial interactions between the groups or their members, in-
cluding the problem-solving workshops that my colleagues and I have con-
ducted: In the course of Israeli-Palestnian workshops, for example, partici-
pants have learned to differendate their image of the enemy by discovering
that there are potential negotating partners on the other side, that there is
a disunction between the other’s ideological dreams and operational pro-
grams, and that the other has positive goals beyond destruction of their
group (Kelman, 1987). They were enabled to enter into the enemy’s per-
spective, thus discovering the historical sources of the other’s claims and
grievances, the depth of the other’s fears, and the authendcity of the other’s
sense of peoplehood. They began to visualize a different future, discovering
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possibilities for mutually beneficial coexistence and cooperation. As such
experiences muldply, and as the learnings produced by them are infused
into the two political cultures, each group may gradually change its idenuty
by eliminatng the negation of the other’s identity as an element of its own
idendty and perhaps even admitting the possibility of 2 partnership as a new
element of its own identity.

Negotiating Identity

The changes I have described are often the result of an explicit or implicit
process of negotiating identty. At its core, national idendty is clearly non-
negotiable; indeed, the very idea of negotiating identity sounds like an oxy-
moron. Natonal identity is a collective psychological conception, which
cannot be dictated or prescribed by outsiders. A group of people who define
themselves as a nadon cannot be told that they have no right to do so be-
cause their self-definition does not conform to some set of theoretical,
juridical, or historical criteria for doing so, or because their nadonhood is
inconvenient to others. Nor does it make sense to tell them how to draw the
boundaries of the group: whom to include and whom to exclude. People are
a nation if they perceive themselves as such and are prepared to invest
energy and make sacrifices in terms of that percepdon (Kelman, 1978).
Neither Palestinians nor Israelis will give up the core of their identity: their
sense of peoplehood, their attachment to the land, their conviction about
the historical authendecity of their links to that land, their commitment to
their national culture, language, and way of life. Nor will they give up the
national narrative that substangates the justice of their cause.

But there are many elements that can be added to or subtracted from an
identity without jeopardizing its core. In fact, changes in less central ele-
ments of the identity are often advocated precisely in order to protect the
core of the identty. It was on that basis that the majority of Israelis and
Palestinians came to accept territorial compromise—that is, a shrinking of
the territorial dimension of their identity—as the best available option for
maintaining their national identity. The Peace Now movement in Israel, for
example, advocated withdrawal from the occupied territories largely on the
grounds that this was the only way in which Israel could maintain its char-
acter as both a Jewish state and a democratic state. Yehoshafat Harkabi
(1986), a former chief of Israeli military intelligence and a prophetic voice
in the debate about Israeli-Palestinian peace, explicitly advocated a “smaller
Israel”—a “Zionism of quality” rather than a “Zionism of acreage.” He
argued that Israel had to choose between withdrawing from the West
Bank and making way for a Palestinian state there, or annexing the West
Bank with the consequence that Israel would eventually become a Palestinian
state. On the Palestinian side, the territorial dimension of the Palestnian
identity has gradually changed as the movement reflected on its realistic
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optons. The thinking of the PLO evolved from advocacy of a Palestinian
Arab state in the whole of Palestine, to a secular democratic state, and even-
taally to a Palestinian state alongside of Israel comprising the West Bank
and Gaza (cf. Muslih, 1990). Significant segments of both societies still re-
ject territorial compromise on religious or ideological grounds and link
their national identity to possession of the land in its entirety. But the Pales-
tnian and Israeli mainstreams have by now come to terms with a national
identty that finds its political expression in only part of the land, as evi-
denced by the opinion polls that are now conducted on a regular basis in
both societies.

Such changes in elements of identity are a legitimate subject for “nego-
tiation” between groups whose idenaties clash, because the idenuty that
one group chooses for itself has significant implications for the rights, in-
terests, and identty of the other. Whenever one group translates the self-
definition of its nationhood into action—*“by making territorial claims, by
demanding an independent state, by seeking to redraw borders, by declar-
ing who is included in the national identity and who is excluded from it, or
even by selecting a name for itself” (Kelman, 1997b, p. 337)—the other is
inevitably affected. Fach group, therefore, has a legitimate concern about
the way the other defines itself, the way it formulates its national identty. It
is not surprising, then, that identity issues play an important role in the for-
mal and informal processes of pre-negotiation and negotation-—that is, in
the efforts to open a way to the negotiating table and to reach agreement
around the table.

To some extent, idendty issues are part of the subject matter of the offi-
cial negotations. I have already referred to the territorial dimension of
identity: insofar as Israelis and Palestinians are negotating on the basis of a
“land for peace” formula, they are accepting territorial limits to their na-
tional identites, which have, after all, been historically linked to the whole
of the land. Similarly, the mutual recognition between Israel and the PLO,
as expressed in the exchange of letters between Arafat and Rabin—which 1
have described above as the most tmportant breakthrough of the Oslo
agreement —can be viewed as a product of the negotiadon of identity: an
act of acceptance and legitimization of the other who in the past had been
defined as the antithesis to the self.

Although redefined identines are thus promulgated around the official
negotiating table, the “negotiation” of idenuty is primarily an informal, un-
official process in which members of the conflicting parties explore and
invent ways of accommodating their group identities to one another. The
purpose of negotiation in this looser sense of the term is not to produce
political agreements, but to develop joint understandings and formulations
that can help pave the road to political agreements at the official level. Im-
plicitly and explicitly, this kind of “negotiation” has been a central focus for
problem-solving workshops between Israelis and Palestinians that my col-
leagues and I have conducted over the past quarter-century.
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Problem-Solving Workshops

Problem-solving workshops are the central instrument of interactive problem
solving, an unofficial, third-party approach to the resolution of international
and intercommunal conflicts, derived from the pioneering work of John
Burton (1969, 1979, 1984) and anchored in social-psychological principles
(see Kelman, 1972, 1979, 1992, 1998a). A workshop is a specially con-
structed, private space in which politically involved and often politcally in-
fluential (but generally unofficial) members of conflicting communities can
interact in a nonbinding, confidential way. The microprocess of the work-
shop provides them the opportunity to penetrate each other’s perspective;
to explore both sides’ needs, fears, priorites, and constraints; and to engage
in joint thinking about solutions to the conflict that would be responsive to
the fundamental concerns of both sides.

Let me describe a typical “one-tme” workshop for Israeli and Palestin-
ian participants. By “one-time” I mean that this particular group of Israelis
and Palestunians convenes only for this one occasion. Some of the indi-
viduals may have participated in more than one such workshop, and the
one-time workshops that we have held over the years have had a cumulative
effect within the two societies. But, untl 1990, we made no effort to recon-
vene the same group of participants for another occasion. The workshops
take place under academic auspices and are facilitated by a panel of social
scientists knowledgeable about international conflict, group process, and
the Middle East. The workshops usually begin with two pre-workshop
sessions, about four hours in length, during which the third party meets
separately with each of the two parties. The workshop itself typically lasts
about two and a half days, often scheduled over an extended weekend. The
participants include three to six Israelis and an equal number of Palestin-
ians, plus a third party of three or more members.

The Israeli and Palestinian participants have included parliamentarians,
leaders and acuvists of political partes or political movements, journalists,
editors, directors of think tanks, and politically involved academicians—that
15, scholars who not only publish academic papers but who also write for
newspapers and appear in the media, who serve as advisors to political lead-
ers, and some of whom move back and forth between government and
academia. Some of our participants have been former diplomats, officials,
or military officers, and many were later to become negotiators, ambas-
sadors, cabinet ministers, parliamentarians, and leading figures in the media
and research organizations. We look for people who are within the main-
stream of their societies and close to the center of the political spectrum. At
the same time, they have to be people who are at least willing to explore the
possibility of a negotiated solution and to sit down as equals with members
of the other party.

The central ground rule of problem-solving workshops is the principle
of privacy and confidentiality. In the early days of our work, confidenuality
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was particularly important for the protection of our participants, bheciuse
the mere fact that they were meeting with the enemy was controversial and
exposed them to political and even physical risks. Confidentiality is equally
important, however, for the protection of the process that we are trying o
promote in workshops. We are trying to encourage the participants to talk
and listen to each other, rather than focus on their constituencies, on third
parties, or on the record. We want them to think out loud, to experiment
with 1deas, to explore different options, without having to worry about how
others would react if their words in the group were quoted outside. We
want them to engage in a type of interaction that is generally not feasible
among parties engaged in a bitter conflict—a type of interacton that, in-
deed, deviates from the conflict norms that usually govern their behavior:
an interaction that is analytic rather than polemical, one in which the par-
ties seek to explore each other’s perspective and gain insight into the causes
and dynamics of the conflict; an interaction that is problem-solving rather
than adversarial, one in which the parties sidestep the usual attempt to allo-
cate blame and, instead, take the conflict as a shared problem that requires
joint effort to find a mutually satsfactory solution.

The agenda of a problem-solving workshop is designed to allow this kind
of interaction to unfold. The core agenda of a one-ume workshop has four
components. First, each side is asked to discuss its central concerns in the
conflict—the fundamental needs that would have to be addressed and the
existential fears that would have 1o be allayed if a solution is to be satisfac-
tory to it. The parties are asked not to debate the issues raised, although
they may ask for clarificaton of what the other says. The purpose is for
each side to gain an adequate understanding of the other’s needs, fears, and
concerns, from the perspective of the other. Once they have demonstrated
that they understand the other’s needs to a significant degree, we move to
the second phase of the agenda: joint thinking about possible solutions.
What participants are asked to do in this phase is to develop, through an in-
teractive process, ideas about the overall shape of a soluton for the conflict
as a whole, or perhaps, a pardcular issue in the conflict, that would address
the needs and fears of both sides. They are given the difficult assignment of
thinking of solutions that would meet not only their own side’s needs, but
the needs of both sides.

Once the participants have developed some common ground in this
process of joint thinking, we tumn to the third phase of the workshop: dis-
cussion of the political and psychological constraints within the two soci-
eties that would create barriers to carrying out the ideas for soluton that
have been developed in the group. We deliberately leave the discussion of
constraints to the third phase, so that it does not hamper the creative
process of jointly generatng new ideas. Finally, depending on how much
progress has been made and how much ume is left, we ask the parties to en-
gage in another round of joint thinking—this time about ways of overcom-
ing the constraints that have been presented. The partcipants are asked to
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come up with ideas about whart their governments, their societies, and they
themselves might do—separately or jointly—that would help to overcome
the barriers to negotiadng mutually satsfactory solutions to the conflict.

The third party in our model enacts a strictly facilitatve role. It does not
propose solutions, nor does it participate in the substantive discussions. Its
task 1s to create the conditions that allow ideas for resolving the conflict to
emerge out of the interaction between the paraes themselves. The facilita-
don of the third party, however, is an important part of the process. The
third party sets the ground rules and monitors adherence to them; it helps
to keep the discussion moving in constructive directions, tries to sumulate
movement, and intervenes as relevant with questions, observations, and
even challenges. It also serves as a repository of trust for parties who, by de-
finition, do not trust each other: They feel safe to come to the workshop
because they trust the third party to mainrain confidentiality and to protect
their interests.

Workshops have a dual purpose: to produce changes, in the form of new
insights and ideas, in the individual participants; and to mansfer these
changes into the political process at the levels of both public opinion and
decision making. These two purposes may at imes create contradictory re-
quirements—most notably in the selection of pardcipants (Kelman, 1992).
To balance these contradictory requirements, we look for participants who
are not officials, but politically influendal. They are thus more free to en-
gage in the process but, at the same time, because of their positions within
their societies, any new ideas that they develop in the course of a workshop
can have an impact on the thinking of decision makers and the society at
large.

The TIsraeli-Palestinian workshops we carried out until 1990 were all
one-time events designed to create a climate conducive to movement to the
negotiating table. In 1990, we organized our first continuing workshop, in
which a group of high-level Israelis and Palestinians met periodically over a
three-year period (Rouhana & Kelman, 1994). In 1994, Nadim Rouhana
and I convened a Joint Working Group on Israeli-Palestinian Relations,
which is still in progress.2 For the first time in our program, this group has
been engaged in producing jointly authored concept papers on some of the
final-status issues in the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations and on the future
relationship between the two societies. One of three papers that the group
has published so far—a paper on the problem of Palesunian refugees and
the right of return (Alpher & Shikaki, et al., 1999)—provides the starting
point for my detailed illustration of the negotiation of identity, to be pre-
sented in the next section.

Much of the discussion in our workshops, from the beginning and until
this day, has focused, in effect, on a process of negotiating collective identi-
ties. In our experience, such a process can be productive only if it is based
on mutual respect for the core of the other’ identity and on the principle of
reciprocity. Each side must know that the other does not seek to undermine
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its group identdty, and each must take care not to undermine the other's
identity. And each must know that the risks it takes in acknowledging the
other’s claims, rights, and authentcity will be reciprocated by the other’ ac-
knowledgment of its claims, rights, and authendcity.

Starting from the understanding that neither side is prepared to negoti-
ate the core of its identty—its peoplehood, its relationship to the land, the
basic justice of its cause—or the general lines of its national narrative, there
remain various elements of each group’s identty that can be “negouated” in
the interest of mutual accommodation. Let me illustrate some of the possi-
ble changes in identity that can be and have been discussed in problem-
solving workshops and similar encounters and that have, over ume, begun
to penetrate the Israeli and Palestnian pohitical cultures.

1. Many members of both communities have become able to remove the
negadon of the other’s identity as an integral part of their own idendty.
Though the other may sull be seen as an obstacle to achieving one’s own
national goals, the other is not as often seen as the anuthesis of one’s own
idendty whose demise is a condition for one’s own survival. Thus, many
Israelis have come to accept the reality of Palestinian peoplehood, particu-
larly after observing Palestinians’ readiness to make sacrifices for their na-
tional cause during the m¢ifeda and Palestinians’ celebration of the signing
of the Oslo agreement in September 1993. Interesungly, Israelis saw paral-
lels between these events and their own struggle for statehood and celebra-
tion at attaining it—a significant degree of idenuficaton with the other
whose existence had previously been denied. Many Palestinians, on their
part, now recognize the right of Israelis to their state, on the grounds that
the state has existed for over half a century and that its dismantlement
would create a new injustice to the generations that were born into it. Very
few Palestinians, on the other hand, are prepared to acknowledge the his-
torical links of Jews to the land, which might be seen as justfication for the
establishiment of the Jewish state in the first place.

2. We have seen signs of softening of the exclusiveness of group identity,
which allows for the recognition that—despite the validity of one’s own
claims—the other too has valid claims. The recogniton of elements of
identity shared with the other, such as a common idendfication with the
land, opens the way to political solutions based on sharing territory and re-
sources. In a recent workshop, for example, mainstream Israelis and Pales-
tinians were able to agree—much to everyone’s surprise, including their
own—on a formula for sharing Jerusalem: a united city containing the capi-
tals of both states. Public opinion polls on both sides also suggest greater
willingness to share Jerusalem than had been widely assumed (Segal, 1999).

3. Workshop participants have experimented with disaggregating the
monolithic nature of their identities, recognizing that there are different
boundaries of group identity (such as ethnic boundaries, political bound-
aries, boundaries of sentimental attachment) that do not necessarily coin-
cide. This recognition opens the way to the development of transcendent
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idendties, which might allow the two peoples to maintain a common at-
tachment to the country while “owning” only part of that country as their
political state. The concept of a “united country with divided sovereignties”
was discussed in one of our workshops in the early 1980s. In a more recent
workshop, the idea of establishing different kinds of boundaries was ex-
plored in the attempt to find solutions to the problem of Israeli settlements
in the areas in which Palestinians hope to establish their state.

4. Workshop discussions can help to identify outdated elements of
group idendty, which refer to maximalist goals and dreams of glory or self-
aggrandizing images that have no current political relevance but poison the
climate for conflict resolution. Examples here might be Palestinian refer-
ences to the armed struggle as the way to eliminate the Zionist entty, or
Israeli references to the Zionist project of making the desert bloom. Work-
shops have often sensitized participants to words and images that humiliate
and frighten the other and could be discarded with minimal cost to group
idenuty. '

5. In the course of workshop discussions, partcipants may decide to re-
order the priorites within their national identties, such that certain ele-
ments (e.g., territorial ambitions), which may not have been given up but
have become too costly to pursue, are relegated to low priority and thus be-
come available for negodated compromise. Thus, over time, Palestinians
(in our workshops and in the larger society) decided to give priority to end-
ing occupation and establishing a Palestintan state over recovering the lost
land in its entirety. Israelis gave priority to maintaining the Jewish character
of Israel over controlling the whole of the land.

6. Finally, workshop participants may “negotate” changes in national
narratives that accommodate the other’s view of history as much as possible,
such as accepting a share of the responsibility for the course of the conflict.
The above-mentioned concept paper of our current Joint Working Group
on Israeli-Palestinian Reladons on “The Palestinian refugee problem and
the right of return” (Alpher & Shikaki, et al., 1999) provides a good illustra-
tion of such an effort to negotiate identity. I shall conclude this chapter with
a more detailed discussion of this concept paper, uying to show what made
it possible to achieve common ground in this effort, what still remains to be
done, and possible directions for achieving further progress.

The Problem of Palestinian Refugees

From the point of view of the struggle over national identity, the problem
of Palestinian refugees is probably the most important and the most diffi-
cult issue to resolve in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It may ultmately be
more important and more difficult than the issue of Jerusalem, because it
bears directly on the contrasting views of the justce or injustice of the es-
tablishment of Israel presented by the two national narratives.
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The problem of Palestnian refugees goes back to the 1948 war that
followed the declaration of an independent State of Israel. In the course
of that war, somewhere between 600,000 and 760,000 Palestinian Arabs—
about half of the Arab population of mandatory Palestine—were displaced
from their homes in what became the State of Israel (Morris, 1987,
pp. 297-298). They were turned into refugees and most of them and/or
their descendants remain refugees to this day. The precise number of Pales-
tinian refugees today is in dispute. The figure given by UNRWA—the
United Nadons Relief and Works Agency, which is charged with the wel-
fare of Palestinian refugees—is almost three and a half million (as of Janu-
ary 1998). This number includes Palesunians who registered as refugees
with UNRWA after losing their homes in 1948, as well as their descen-
dants. The majority of this populaton lives in refugee camps in Gaza, the
West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Palestinian refugees in Lebanon
(some 350,000) and Syria (some 300,000) by and large remain stateless, as
do many Palestinians living elsewhere in the Arab world.

Palestinians and Israelis have differed sharply in their account of the
Palestinian exodus in 1948. According to the Palesunian narrative, “the
Arab refugees were forcibly expelled by Jewish forces or left in a panic flight
to escape massacre and . . . they were helped on their way by occasional
massacres, committed by Jewish forces to keep them running” (Alpher &
Shikaki, et al., 1999, p. 173). According to some Israeli accounts, the Arab
population was urged by its own leaders to leave their homes in anticipation
of an early return after the defeat of the Jewish forces by the Arab armies.
The more recent writings of Isracli “revisionist historians” (e.g., Morris,
1987) support the claim that there were indeed some systematic efforts by
Jewish forces to expel the Arab population at various times and places. No
doubt, a combination of circumstances created refugees in a war that was
fought in the midst of the country’s towns and villages.

How the refugee problem is ulumately resolved raises major practical
and symbolic issues for both sides that reach to the core of their respective
identides. By practical issues, I refer to those relating to the implernentation
of any agreement on the refugees—that is, to the concrete steps that will be
taken to deal with the plight of the current refugee population. By symebolic
issues, I refer to those relatng to the principle of the right of return of the
refugees to their original homes.

At the practical level, Palesunians are concerned with normalizing the
status of the refugees to the satisfaction of the individual Palestinians in-
volved and of the entire Palestinian community. Normalization of the status
of individual refugees could take any one or combination of the following
forms: return to Israel (perhaps their original homes, where that is still fea-
sible), return to the Palestnian state, ﬁnancml compensation, resettlement
in a country outside of Palestine, integration with citizenship in the state in
which they are now living, or Paltsnn_lan citizenship and permanent status
in the state in which they are now living. The options offered to the
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refugees must be such as to satisfy the entire Palestinian community that
the final peace agreement was not achieved at the expense of any part of
that community.

At the symbolic level, Palestinians are asking for an Israeli acknowledg-
ment of the right of return as a matter of principle, even if they are prepared
to compromise on the implementation of that right. From the Palestinian
perspective, Israeli acknowledgment of the right of rerurn presupposes ad-
mission of direct moral responsibility for the plight of the refugees. Such an
acknowledgment and admission would confirm the Palesunian narrative
about the consequences for the Palestinian people of the Zionist enterprise,
of Jewish settlement in Palestine, and of the establishment of Israel. In
confirming the Palestinian narrative, such an acknowledgment would also
recognize the Palestinian national rights that are anchored in this narratve.
There seem to be two interrelated, but separable, reasons for Palestinians’
emphasis on this symbolic issue. Psychologically, they need an Israeli ac-
knowledgment that Palestinians have a right to return to the homes from
which they were wrongfully displaced, in order to sadsfy their sense of justice
and be able to let go of the conflict. Politically, they need this acknowledg-
ment to support the validity of their claims (such as claims for compensation)
* in the bargaining that lies ahead.

For Israelis, too, major practical and symbolic issues are at stake in the
resolution of the refugee problem. At the practical level, Israelis are pri-
marily concerned with the impact of a return of Palestinians in large num-
bers to Israel proper (i.e., to Israel within its pre-1967 borders). A large-
scale return of refugees (beyond a symbolic number of up to 100,000)
would be disruptive to the society because it would raise many divisive
questions about the ownership of homes, villages, and other properties that
have changed hands or been destroyed after the 1948 events. To what pre-
cise destination would refugees return whose former houses are now in-
habited by Jewish families or whose homes or villages no longer exist? Fur-
thermore, and most centrally, Israelis are concerned about the impact of a
large-scale return of Palestinians to Israel on the demographic balance and
the Jewish character of the state. In short, they see a large-scale return of
refugees to Israel proper as creating an existential threat to Israel by under-
mining the Jewish majority and the viability and stability of the state. There
is also concern among Israelis about a mass return of refugees to the future
Palestinian state because of the impact on the stability and economy of that
state, but this concern is shared by the Palesdnians themselves, who are at
least as mindful as Israelis about the absorptive capacity of the Palestinian
state.

At the symbolic level, Israelis have serious concerns about acknowledg-
ing the principle of a Palestinian right of return, even if Palestinians agrec
that this right will not be implemented through a large-scale return of
refugees to Israel proper. Acknowledgment of that principle is particularly
troubling, from the Israeli perspective, if it entails admission of moral re-
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sponsibility for the plight of the refugees. Such an acknowledgment and ad-
mission would undermine the Israeli narrative about the rightful return of
the Jewish people to its ancestral homeland, the establishment of the State
of Israel, the Arab rejection of partition and attack on the new state, and the
resulting refugee problem. Again, there seem to be two reasons for Israelis’
stance on this symbolic issue and, in particular, for their reluctance to ac-
cept direct moral responsibility for the plight of the refugees. Psychologi-
cally, they are not willing to accept a national self-image that negates the
righteousness of their cause and implies that Israel was “born in sin.” Po-
lidcally, they are concerned that accepting the principle of the right of
return and moral responsibility for the refugee problem would keep the
1ssue open, even after a peace agreement has been signed, and make Israel
vulnerable to future claims.

Our Joint Working Group on Israeli-Palestinian Relatons discussed, in
considerable detail, the divergent narratives of the two communites; the
fundamental needs, fears, and concerns of each community that would have
to be addressed if a solution of the problem of Palestinian refugees is to be
acceptable to each; and the general principles that must underlie such a so-
lunon. The joint concept paper that finally emerged from the group’s dis-
cussion (Alpher & Shikaki, et al., 1999) starts with a review of the two nar-
ratives, of the basic needs of each side, and of the principles that must
govern a solution. It then proceeds to present four possible solutions to the
refugee/right of return issue. Solutions 1 and 2 reflect the traditional posi-
tions—conceivably, the opening negotating positdons—of the Palestinian
and Israeli sides, respectively. Solutions 3 and 4 are compromise solutions,
from a Palestanian and an Israeli standpoint, respectively. These two solu-
tions represent serious efforts, on the part of each side—based on intensive
discussions within the group—to come up with a compromise that would
accommodate the concerns of the other side without jeopardizing its own
vital interests. The paper discusses the advantages and disadvantages of
each solution, highlights the areas of agreement between solutions 3 and 4
as well as the remaining gaps between the two sides, and points to possible
ways in which these gaps might be bridged.

Solutions 3 and 4 represent a considerable narrowing of the gap between
the two sides when compared to the opening positions of solutions [ and 2.
Sull, there remains a significant gap between the two positons, particularly
with respect to the symbolic issues that divide the two sides. Solution 3 calls
for an Israeli acknowledgment of the moral right of Palestinians to return
to their homes based on Israel’s acceptance of responsibility for creating the
refugee problem (although it recognizes that the actual exercise of the right
of return would be limited). Solution 4, the Israeli compromise proposal,
acknowledges that Israel shares practical (but not moral) responsibility for
the plight of the refugees, and accepts the right of return to the Palestinian
state, but not to Israel proper (although it agrees to the return of a limited
number of refugees 1o Israel).
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The third party wied very hard to encourage the participants to bridge
the remaining gaps between solutions 3 and 4 and try to come up with 2
joint solution 5—a compromuse of the compromises, as it were. We did not
succeed in this effort, however. In part, further movement toward a joint
position on the symbolic issues was blocked by the great difficulty of the as-
signment. We were dealing here with issues that reached to the core of each
group’s identty and associated narrative. For Israelis to acknowledge any-
thing more than shared practical responsibility for the refugee problem and
for Palestinians to accept anything less than an Israeli acknowledgment of
moral responsibility would undermine their respective narratives, and most
members of the group were not prepared to go that far. Furthermore, at
least some of the pardeipants may have preferred to leave the final bridging
of the gap between the two sides to the official negodators. Since that final
bridging would inevitably entail large concessions on one or both sides,
they may have felt that it could best be done in the context of an overall
agreement, where concessions on the refugee issue could be made with ap-
propriate trade-offs on other issues.

Even though the Joint Working Group did not come up with a joint so-
lution to the refugee problem, the concept paper that it produced repre-
sents a significant contribution to the final negotiadon of this issue. The
publication of the paper is in itself significant, in that it is the joint product
of a group of politically mainstream and influential Israelis and Palestinians,
who worked on it over the course of two years and agreed to make it public.
It is also significant that the Israeli and Palestinian authors of the paper ex-
plicitly premise their discussion on the assumption of a two-state solution,
advocating the establishment of a viable, independent Palestinian state. In
the paper, each group recognizes the other’s narrative, without abandoning
its own. The different options for resolving the refugee problem are evalu-
ated in terms of their success in addressing the fundamental needs and fears
of each side. What emerged from this effort is a considerable narrowing of
the gap between the two sides, even though the paper does not entirely
bridge that gap. Solutions 3 and 4 represent substantial movement from the
inidal positions reflected in solutions 1 and 2—movement based on each
side’s sincere attempt to accommodate the basic concerns of the other.

With respect to the practical issues—that is, the actual implementation
of the right of return—the gap between the two sides was substantally nar-
rowed in the Working Group’s paper. “Solutions 3 and 4 concur that, at the
practical level, the core of the solution involves four components: a ‘return,’
however defined, of a limited number of refugees to Israel proper; return of
a larger number to the Palesdnian state; permanent absorption in host
countries (notably Jordan); and compensation. Both sides agree that a suc-
cessfully negotiated solution should close the file on the refugee issue”
(Alpher & Shikaki, et al., 1999, p. 184). The two solutions disagree about
some important details. For example, the Israelis frame the limited return
of refugees to Israel proper as part of a program of family reunification,
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whereas the Palestinians frame it as part of the exercise of the right of re-
turn. With regard to compensation, solution 3 calls for both collective and
individual compensation for the refugees’ losses, whereas solution 4 calls
for collectve compensation only. Furthermore, solution 4 stipulates a suni-
lar mechanism of collective compensation for Jewish refugees from Arab
countries (albeit without an operational link to the compensation of Pales-
tinian refugees), whereas solution 3 eschews any such linkage. These differ-
ences clearly require further negotiation. But what is important is that the
two solutions agree on the crucial practical issues of implementing the right
of return: Palestnians concede that there will be no large-scale return of
refugees to Israel proper; and Israelis accept the refugees’ right of return
to the Palestinian state, agreeing to leave it up to Palestinian authorites to
control the inflow of refugees in accord with the state’s absorptive capacity.

With respect to the symbolic issues—those relating to the principle
of the right of return—the concept paper represents significant movement
roward a mutually acceptable formulation, although there is sull a wide gap
between the two positions. Solution 4, the Israeli compromise statement,
acknowledges that Israel “shares practical (but not moral) responsibility, to-
gether with the other parties to the process that culminated in the 1948 war,
for the plight and suffering of the refugees, and that rectification of that
plight by all pardes is a central goal of the Arab-Israeli peace process”
(Alpher & Shikaki, et al., 1999, p. 181). This statement comes closer than
past statements by mainstweam Israelis to acknowledging the suffering of
the Palestinian refugees and accepting a share of the responsibility for it,
and thus beginning to address the Palestinians’ sense of justice. The move-
ment reflected in this statement was generated by an intensive process of
negotiating identity within the Working Group. Though it represents sig-
nificant movement, this acknowledgment is not sufficient to meet the Pales-
tinians’ call for full Israeli acknowledgment of the principle of the right of
return, based on acceptance of direct moral responsibility for the plight of
the refugees. Solutions 3 and 4, thus, sull remain far apart at the symbolic
level. This remamning gap is understandable in that the two solutions,
though they represent serious efforts at compromise, have their point of de-
parture in two sharply clashing national narratives. The question is whether
it might be possible to bridge that remaining gap through a further process
of negouaung identity.

Closing the gap at the symbolic level is clearly difficule because of the
sharp clash in national narratives that gives rise to it. Neither party can be
expected to give up the core of its narrative in the course of the current ne-
gottations; it is likely to take several generatons before such changes can
occur. But it /s possible, as part of the process of negotiation and reconcilia-
don, tor the parties to make changes in how they formulate their narratives,
where they place their emphasis, how they present the other within their
own narrauves, and what they require by way of acknowledgment or valida-
vion of their narratives. Such changes at the edges of the narratves can po-
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tentially be “negotiated,” in the sense of being explored and jointly formu-
lated by the parties in a spirit of mutual accommodaton.

Thus, in the case of the right of return, we can assume that Palestinians
will not abandon their conviction that they have a moral right to return to
the homes from which they feel they were wrongfully displaced by the
Israelis, and that Israelis will not admit guilt for the plight of the refugees.
The question is whether it is possible to jointly formulate an Israeli ac-
knowledgment that would be substandally responsive to what Palestinians
need to hear about the right of return without requiring either side to aban-
don these core elements of their narratives. In the terms of my summary,
toward the beginning of this section, of the symbolic issues that the refugee
problem raises for the two sides, the question would be: Can the parties
formulate an Israeli acknowledgment that would provide significant
(though probably not total) satisfaction of Palestinians’ sense of justice and
validation of their claims for restitution, without requiring Israelis to negate
the righteousness of their cause and making them vulnerable to future
claims?

Let me offer three possible approaches to answering this question, which
can be seen as three steps in the negotiation of identity that might further
narrow the gap between the two sides manifested in solutions 3 and 4.

First, it may be possible to redefine the conception of responsibility in a way
that would not imply guilt and thus be acceptable to the Israeli public, and
vet be viewed by Palestinians as confirming their narrative, validating their
claims, and satisfying their sense of justice. One possibility here is for Israel
to accept a degree of causal responsibility without necessarily acceptng
guiit. An Israeli acknowledgment might, for example, describe the refugee
problem as a tragic and unjust outcome of a historical process that arose
with the establishment of the State of Israel. It might go on to say that,
while there are disagreements about the precise historical events and the
distribution of blame, Israel acknowledges chat it was an active participant
in this historical process and, indeed, a beneficiary of it, and thus bears part
of the responsibility for these events. The statement might conclude with
an offer of compensation as an expression of that responsibility. A statement
of this kind clearly implies causal responsibility withourt explicitly acknowl-
edging guilt. It thus has the potential, if properly fine tuned, of an acknowl-
edgment consistent with both the Palestinian and the Israeli narratives.

Second, it may be possible to find @ mutually acceptable moral basis for the
right of return, which satisfies Palestinians’ need for an Israeli acknowledg-
ment of the right of return as a moral principle without linking that moral
right to the refugees’ original homes in Israel. One approach here would be
to anchor the moral basis for the right of return in return to Palestine:
Israelis might acknowledge the Palestinians’ mora/ right to return to Pales-
tine, based on the proposition that both peoples have legiimate claims to
the land and that sharing the land (by establishing two states within it)

is, therefore, a just solution to the conflict. Although the two sides differ in
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their views of the justice and injustice of the events of 1948, the two-state
solution allows them to develop a shared view of justice for the futurc.
Israeli acknowledgment of the refugees” moral right to return to Palestine,
while not fully addressing Palestinians’ sense of justice, would do so to a sig-
nificant degree. It would also strengthen the validity of Palestinian claims
by confirming (in a context of reciprocity) Palestinian national identity and
rootedness in the land. For Israelis, anchoring the moral basis for the
refugees’ right of return in return to Palestine, rather than to their original
homes, would greatly reduce their concerns about future claims, even
though it may not entirely eliminate them.

Third, in conjunction with the two approaches just discussed and possi-
ble other approaches to narrowing the gap between the two sides at the
symbolic level, it may be possible for each side to find ways to affirm the
identity of the other. Such affirmations, perhaps in the form of acknowledg-
ments that the other has integral links to the land and nadonal rights, could
compensate each side for the concessions they make to resolve the refugee
issue: the Israelis for the risks they take in accepting causal responsibility for
the plight of the refugees, and the Palestinians for accepting something less
than the right of the refugees to return to their original homes. Affirmation
of the other’s identity can take place only in the context of a process of ne-
gotatng identity, based on the principle of reciprocity, in which each side
learns to uncouple negation of the other from affirmation of the self. Each
can affirm the other’s identity to the extent that it feels assured that it is not
thereby jeopardizing its own identity and its own claims.

The three approaches to narrowing the remaining gap between the Is-
raeli and Palestnian positions in our Working Group’s paper on the prob-
lem of refugees all represent efforts to negodate idendty. As such, they
search for ways whereby each group can accommodate the narrative of the
other without undermining its own narrative. In such a process, each group
1s encouraged to affirm or protect the identity of the other if, in turn, its
own identdty is protected or atfirmed. Each may be willing to grant some-
thing more to the other than it was originally prepared to offer, or receive
something less from the other than it originally demanded, in return for a
substantial concession by the other at the symbolic level.

Conclusion

In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as in other protracted ethnic conflicts, the
ever-present disputes over territory, resources, and politcal control are ex-
acerbated by perceived threats to national identity and nadonal existence
that underlie the actions and reacdons of the opposing communities.
Threats to idendty and existence create obstacles to the settlement of con-
flicts, even when both parties have concluded that a compromise agreement
is in their best interest. Moreover, even when specific issues in conflict are
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settled and political agreements signed—often with the mediation of pow-
erful third pardes—these agreements may not lead to stable peace, fruitful
cooperation, and ulumate reconciliaton between the two partes, unless
they have formed a new relationship based on mutual respect for their na-
tional identities.

The experience of my colleagues and myself in problem-solving work-
shops on the conflicts in Israel/Palesune, Cyprus, Sri Lanka, and Northern
Ireland, and experiences with similar efforts in other parts of the world,
support the central argument of this chapter about the role of national
identity in intercommunal conflict and conflict resolution. A central feature
of such deep-rooted, protracted conflicts is the struggle over national iden-
tity between the two parties, which leads them to perceive their conflict in
zero-sum terms, not only with respect to territory and resources, but also
with respect to national identity and national existence. Long-term resolu-
tion of such conflicts and reconciliation between the former enemies re-
quires changes in the groups’ national identities; in particular, they require
a redefinidon of each group’ identity so that affirmation of its own identity
is no longer predicated on negadon of the identity of the other. Such iden-
tity changes are possible, provided they leave the core of each group’s iden-
" uty and national narrative—its sense of peoplehood, its attachment to the
land, its commitment to the national language, culture, and way of life~—in-
tact. Furthermore, such changes must and can be “negotated” between the
two groups. It is possible for the groups to accommodate their national
idendtes and the surrounding narratives to one another, as long as each
respects and acknowledges the other’s peoplehood and thus reassures the
other that the core of its identity will not be jeopardized by changes in
the periphery. Although some negotiation of i1dentity takes place around the
negotanng table, it ts primarily a process that must engage the endre body
politic on each side, at all levels and through different media. Problem-
solving workshops provide a specially constructed arena tor engaging in this
process and jointly developing new insights and formuladons that can be
injected into the public debate and can penetrate the political culture on
both sides.

A central lesson from our experience is that national identity, though
very much part of the problem in ethnic conflicts, can also become part of
the solution. The way we talk about our identity affects the way we think
about it and uldmately the way we act on it. In groups that are caught up in
protracted conflice, identity depends on the conflict and is shaped by the
conflict: Many elements of identty are constructed as vehicles for pursuing
the conflict. It should be possible, within limits, to reconstruct these ele-
ments as vehicles for peace and reconciliaton. What is needed is an invest-
ment of identity in conflict resolution and in a new relationship with the
former enemy. Development of such a new, transcendent identity confronts
many obstacles. It cannot bypass the political process of negotiating a mu-
tually acceptable agreement, nor can it be allowed to threaten or undermine
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the particularistc identity of each group. But within these constraints, the
P group

potential for reconstructing the national identities of former enemies in the
service of peace and reconciliation exists and needs to be nurtured.

Notes

1. The work reported here is carried out under the auspices of the Program on
International Conflict Analysis and Resolution (PICAR), which I direct at the
Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University. I am grateful to
the Center for providing a home for PICAR, to the William and Flora Hewlet
Foundadion for providing financial support for PICAR over a number of years; and
to Donna Hicks, Nadim Rouhana, and my other PICAR colleagues.

2. I am grateful to the organizations that have provided financial support for the
Joint Working Group over the years: the Nathan Cummings Foundaton, the
Carnegie Corporation, the Ford Foundation, the Charles R. Bronfman Foundation,
the U.S. Information Agency, and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, as
well as the Renner Institut in Vienna and the Weatherhead Center for International

Affairs.
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