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It's All a Matter of Perspective

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

This will not be a book review column but I'd like to start with the titles of several classics in the field of Social Psychology: The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life; Deceit and Self-Deception; Why Everyone (Else) is a Hypocrite; Mistakes Were Made (But Not By Me).


In a nutshell, their general theme forms the basis of the central problem facing the Israelis and Palestinians in their peace negotiations. All individuals tend to view their own behavior as exemplary (or at least "correct"). That's good for our self-image, but the problems start when we are in conflict with another person or group. At that point the normally mild distortion of self-congratulation becomes a far greater one, to the point where "we" are always the "victim" and "they" are always the "aggressor". This self-serving bias is what makes reconciliation so difficult between warring parties. The usual perceptual gap between people ("I'm right; she's wrong") becomes a moralization chasm ("We're the Good Guys; They're the Evil Empire").


How to bridge this Great Divide? First by understanding that just because your action wasn't morally "wrong", that doesn't mean the other side hasn't (unjustifiably) suffered because of it. The world is full of unintended consequences stemming from people's actions; driving down the highway of life, there is bound to be collateral "roadkill", however safely we drive. The Jews escaped Europe (anti-semitism in the early 20th century; Nazi Holocaust several decades later) and because other countries were increasingly unwilling to take them in as the century progressed, many Jews made their way to the one place where their fore-fathers/mothers had resided long ago, and now these refugees hoped to regain a measure of independence in that same land. But another tenant had already found abode there for many centuries and in the ensuing melee they too suffered tremendously. Some empathy by Israelis for the Palestinian position is called for; and so is Palestinian empathy for the Jewish predicament in a virulently anti-semitic world.


Second and related to this is that one's past is important but the "past" is a dangerous place upon which to stake one's position. How far back into the past do we want to go? A century (when there were few Jews in the Land)? 1300 years when the Moslems conquered this part of the world? 2000 years (when the Jews lost their sovereignty)? 3000 years when they began to rule in earnest? 3200 years when they entered the Land? If that far back, what about those who already lived there -- the genetic (although not national-cultural) ancestors of today's Palestinians? The bottom line: the two parties have to recognize that "historical" arguments can support both sides of the conflict!


The third step is acknowledging that all virtue does not lie with "me", and all iniquity with "you". There are no absolute saints in the world, and also few unadulterated devils. Put another way: we all make mistakes, and dealing with reality means owning up to them. This is not to "concede" to the other side, but rather to admit that our side is not blameless either. Yes, the Arabs attacked Israel in 1948; equally yes, we forcibly evicted many Palestinian non-combatants from their homes in that war. (The litany of "they did this but we did that" could take up an entire book.)


The fourth and final psychological step is to focus more on the future than on the past, i.e. less on who has the greater historical "right" and more on "what's in it for both of us?" if an agreement can be worked out. In other words, the conflict has to change from a zero-sum game of revenge to a win-win game of mutual advantage.


How to accomplish all these mental acrobatics? There are several approaches but they all have a common denominator -- an involved (and perceived neutral) mediator to help both sides overcome their respective mental blocks. At times this demands of the mediator to be a psychologist ("try looking at things this way"), other times a parent ("no, you can't do that"), and at the end a Big Sugar Daddy ("if you succeed, here's a pot of gold waiting for you" -- the gold being money or any other incentive: ironclad security guarantees etc).


From the looks of things so far, Secretary of State John Kerry is trying hard on several of these fronts, but there's only one person who can successfully fill all these roles: President Obama, for the sake of resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are you really willing and ready to be Psychologist-in-Chief?

* * * * * * *

Prof. Sam Lehman-Wilzig is Deputy Director of the School of Communications at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. This past Spring 2013 he was Visiting Professor at the Israel Studies Center, University of Maryland, College Park. Visit his Web site: www.profslw.com
