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Abstract of Thesis 

 

RIGHTEOUS VICTIMS: 

THE ROLE OF COMPETING VICTIM IDENTITIES 

IN THE ISRAELI PALESTINIAN CONFLICT:  

A Social Psychological Paradigm 

 

Why do Israelis and Palestinians expend considerable amounts of effort 

competing for recognition as the victim of the conflict? How does this victim identity 

perpetuate the conflict and impede conflict resolution efforts? What can be done to 

address this issue? In one of the most violent, protracted conflicts of our time, it is critical 

that those interested in Israeli-Palestinian conflict resolution understand the deep 

psychological issues underlying the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, the most fundamental of 

which is the concept of victimhood. This paper sets out to analyze the role of victim 

identity and victim psychology in the perpetuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Through an analysis of relevant social psychological theories, an application of these 

theories to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and a case studies analysis of practitioners in 

the field, the author suggests a new way to look at the conflict: through the eyes of the 

self-identified victim.  
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* * * 

INTRODUCTION 

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL BARRIERS TO CONFLICT RESOLUTION  

In 1977, Egyptian President Muhammad Anwar Al Sadat made history as the first 

Arab leader to step foot in the State of Israel after decades of hostilities between Israel 

and its Arab neighbors. Sadat’s unprecedented visit was an olive branch, symbolizing 

Egypt’s desire to live in peace with its Jewish neighbors. During his visit, Sadat declared 

that 70% of the conflict between the two countries was due to a “psychological barrier.”1 

He was astutely observing that the two countries lacked a basic understanding of the 

other’s social psychology (their physical and emotional needs and desires that explain 

why they act the way they do).  

Sadat’s observation was not limited to the conflict between Israel and Egypt. His 

insight highlights the necessity of deep and profound understanding between any nations2 

in conflict. To truly understand the other, one must be able to identify emotionally with 

                                                 
1 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity: A Study of Bloody Conflicts (Charlottesville, Virginia: 
Pitchstone Publishing, 2006), Pg. 13 
2 For this paper the term nation will be defined as a “large aggregate of communities and individuals united 
by factors such as common descent, language, culture, history, or occupation of the same territory, so as to 
form a distinct people.” (Oxford English Dictionary, definition 1a., revised Dec 2009, accessed online). 
Israelis and Palestinians will both be considered as nations per this definition, and will be referred to as 
such in this paper. It is important to note that although the Palestinians declared independence in 1988 (and 
thus have since defined themselves as a distinct national entity), Palestine is currently not recognized 
internationally as a nation-state. This does not, however, delegitimize its status as a national entity.  
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the other (to exhibit empathy) as well as mentally understand their rationales. For nations 

in conflict, such understanding is usually absent, or at best clouded by anger and 

resentment for the other.  

Although this “psychological barrier” most likely exists to some extent in all 

international conflicts, in few conflicts is it more pronounced than in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. Both sides believe they know the other’s intentions and desires. 

However, closer examination reveals that the majority of these are projected fears based 

on little fact. In reality, most Israelis and Palestinians know very little of the other’s true 

needs, nor do they understand the other’s psychological reactions (though they often 

think they do).  

 

APPLICABILITY TO THE ISRAELI -PALESTINIAN CONFLICT  

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a complex set of clashes, with a myriad of 

historical, cultural, national, religious, political, and psychological undertones. It is a 

conflict with far-reaching implications, influencing the dynamics of the entire Middle 

East. In short, it is one of the most complicated and protracted violent conflicts of our 

time.  

Understanding this conflict is critical to domestic, regional and world peace. To 

paraphrase National Security Advisor General Jim Jones, if you solve the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, you will have an easier time solving other Middle East conflicts, and 
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dissipating animosity towards the US.3 With the issues of terrorism and religious 

extremism on the rise in the Muslim world, it is in the security interests of more than just 

the immediate parties involved to find a just and sustainable solution to the conflict. 

Negotiated treaties are often coerced, and as a result, fail to address the deeper 

psychological concerns of the populations. In a conflict with so many layers, such a treaty 

will not be sufficient for lasting sustainable peace. For sustainable peace to be realized 

such a resolution must address both the physical and psychological needs of all parties in 

the conflict. 

To address the psychological needs of nations in conflict, one must assess the 

emotions and underlying desires fueling the conflict. In the Israeli Palestinian conflict, 

basic emotions of fear, mistrust, hatred and even paranoia are evident. Underlying these 

negative emotions are deep-seated feelings of insecurity, consistently reinforced by 

violent clashes between the parties.  

The current focus on political disagreements with respect to legal borders, 

refugees, Jerusalem, water rights, and settlements, treats the conflict as merely a 

controversy over land. At its core, however, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one of 

identity, of nationality, and of psychological needs. It is essentially a conflict over 

                                                 
3 Notes from speech by U.S National Security Advisor General Jim Jones, J-Street Conference, October 27, 
2009.  
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recognition, dignity, security4 and respect. The territorial disputes are merely one political 

and physical manifestation of this conflict.  

The narrow territorial focus explains the failures of politicians and diplomats to 

resolve this conflict by traditional means, through accords and treaties such as the Oslo 

Accords and the Camp David Accords. While the physical elements are certainly 

important, their resolution will not be sufficient for the creation of lasting sustainable 

peace between the Israelis and Palestinians.  

In order to adequately address the issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and in 

order to create lasting sustainable peace between the two nations, it is imperative that the 

psychological elements of the conflict receive as much attention as the political elements 

in all levels of Israeli-Palestinian conflict resolution. To address these underlying issues 

politicians, program coordinators, and conflict resolution practitioners must know more 

than merely the stated stances of the parties involved; they must also know why these 

stances have been chosen. These embody causes that are often less tangible and more 

subjective, revolving around psychological fears, perceptions and needs, rather than 

physical policies or tangible disputes.  

For the parties involved, such an understanding is elusive. National biases and 

psychological barriers prevent open-minded and even-handed assessments of the other 

party. Both the Israelis and the Palestinians have created widely different national 

                                                 
4 While both parties seek both psychological and physical security, in this context “security” refers to the 
psychological need. This need is more difficult to satisfy as it may require changes in societal education, 
and public discourse to assuage these feelings of insecurity. 
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narratives - historical, cultural, and literary stories that are taught both within the nation 

to create a unified national identity, and by members of that nation when describing 

themselves to others. The national narratives reinforce fear and misunderstanding, 

focusing on their own righteous victimhood5 in contrast to the other’s aggression. These 

national narratives reinforce national feelings of victimhood, which strengthens and 

widens the psychological barrier. This increases misunderstanding and 

miscommunication, obscuring efforts to gain understanding, and making serious attempts 

at peace illusive.  

This victimhood is the most pervasive, underlying psychological issue in the 

Israeli Palestinian conflict. Both Israelis and Palestinians believe themselves to be the 

victims of this conflict, and in many ways, both of them are. This psychology of 

victimhood has resulted in impaired empathy, paranoid mistrust, and a sense of righteous 

victimhood that has served as a justification for overly aggressive actions.6  

Whereas the majority of top-level conflict resolution efforts (government) have 

focused most of their efforts on negotiations, various mid-level and bottom-level, (NGOs 

and grassroots) organizations have attempted to address the psychological components of 

the conflict directly. The majority of these programs bring Israelis and Palestinians face 

to face, in structured environments. These person-to-person interactions force individuals 

to confront and address their stereotypes and biases, and allow for a re-humanization of 

                                                 
5 For the purposes of this paper, the terms “victim” and “victimhood” will be used relatively 
interchangeably. In general, however, the term “victimhood” will refer to “the state of being a victim” 
(Oxford English Dictionary definition of victimhood), whereas “victim” will most often refer to the 
individual or group that has been victimized.  
6 These actions are often seen by the perpetrator as defensive acts rather than aggressive acts. Scholars term 
this defensive aggression.  



 

 

6 

the “other” (i.e. the enemy). Unfortunately, lack of funding, and difficulties in reaching 

the broader populations, have prevented these programs from having a wider affect.  

This paper will analyze the role of victim identity and victim psychology in the 

perpetuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the extent to which it serves as a 

barrier to the conflict’s resolution. What is victim identity? How does it perpetuate the 

Israeli-Palestinian Conflict? How does it encourage violence? What has been done to 

address this issue? This paper will address these questions.  

 

PAPER STRUCTURE  

The paper is divided into five main sections. The first chapter will introduce the 

psychological barriers of conflict resolution, social psychology, and national identity. It 

will discuss the reason social psychology has been chosen, and how national identity is 

created and influences its constituents.  

The second chapter will analyze victimhood from a social psychological 

perspective, and suggest a social-psychological paradigm for viewing the conflict. This 

section will define victimhood on individual and societal levels, analyze the generational 

transmission of traumatic events through the creation of national narratives, discuss the 

political battle for international recognition of one’s victimhood, and assess related 

components of victim identity including: negative identity issues, cognitive dissonance, 
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and paranoid mistrust. The section will conclude with an analysis of how a victim’s 

impaired empathy and inward focus can lead to blind victimization of the other.  

In chapter three, the paradigm set forth in chapter two will be applied to the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The chapter will begin with an analysis of the role of 

victimhood in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, assessment of Israeli and Palestinian 

national narratives, and the role of national leaders. The chapter will then discuss 

differences in Israeli and Palestinian conceptions of victimhood, and apply the paradigm 

discussed in chapter two. The chapter will conclude with an assessment of the role of 

victim identity in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  

Chapter four will focus on the challenges victim psychology poses to the mid-

level and grassroots organizations attempting to deal with the psychological issues of the 

conflict (including competing victim psychologies) through person-to-person interaction. 

This will be done as a case studies analysis of four individuals working in person-to-

person conflict resolution. Each interviewee has had extensive experience working in 

Israeli-Palestinian or Israeli/Jewish-Arab conflict resolution. The interviews will provide 

interesting insights into the issue of victim psychology as a barrier to Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict resolution. The interviewees’ names will be kept anonymous to encourage open 

dialogue. 
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* * * 

CHAPTER I: SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY & NATIONAL IDENTITY 

 

WHY SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY ? 

“During the past decade or so, ever-increasing attention has been paid to the 

systematic analysis of the psychological aspects of international relations.”7  

More and more government agencies and Non-Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs) have begun to realize the importance of creating programs and policies that take 

into account the psychological environments they work in. Understanding the 

psychological aspects of international relations facilitates a deeper understanding of how 

countries interact. If one can understand the psychological aspects of international 

relations, one can understand not only how countries interact, but also what motivates 

them to pursue particular policies.  

A useful framework for understanding these actions and motivations is provided 

by the field of social psychology, the interdisciplinary study of societies and the 

individuals within them. This field has allowed practitioners in the fields of political 

science and international relations to analyze “national stereotypes, attitudes toward 

                                                 
7 Herbert C. Kelman, editor, International Behavior: A Social Psychological Analysis (Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1965), Pg. 3 
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international relations, and sources of aggressive attitudes” as well as the “psychological 

barriers to peace and determinants of tension.”8 

Social psychology has two main foci- the individual and the society. From an 

individualist perspective, social psychology is defined as “the scientific study of everyday 

social behavior - how the thoughts, feelings, and actions of individuals are influenced by 

situations, the individuals themselves, and other people, whether real or imagined”; 

essentially it is “thinking about people and speculating the reasons for their behavior 

[sic].”9 From a societal viewpoint, social psychology can also be defined as “the branch 

of psychology which focuses on society and its impact on the individual.”10 The societal 

perspective focuses on how social identity, norms and values affects individuals within a 

society, while the individual perspective focuses on how individuals within a society 

create and influence social identity, norms, and values. Thus, the basic difference 

between the two perspectives is whether the individual or the society is the focus of the 

study. According to Sigmund Freud, the study of individual psychology originally 

developed from the study of group psychology,11 with group psychology forming the 

foundation for an individual’s views and behavior.  

                                                 
8 Kelman ed., International Behavior, Pg. 4 
9 Dana S. Dunn, Research Methods for Social Psychology (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), Pg. 1-2  
10 AllPsych Online; The Virtual Psychological Classroom Official Website. “Psychological Dictionary”  
http://allpsych.com/dictionary/s.html  
11 Sverre Varin. “Humiliation and the Victim Identity in Conditions of Political and Violent Conflict.” The 
Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. (2005) Issue 28,  Pg 48 
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The field of social psychology, as a result, is extremely broad, ranging from a 

focus on individual “attitudes, social cognition, cognitive dissonance,12 social influence, 

and interpersonal behaviors” to group behavior, including “social inequality, group 

dynamics, social change, socialization, [and] social identity.”13  

These two trends are not easily separable or strictly delineated. Essentially, 

societies are an aggregate of individuals, each with their own desires and beliefs, 

representing a variety of interests, with each possessing different degrees of power and 

influence.14 However, societal actions and beliefs are not necessarily limited to the beliefs 

or behaviors of its individual constituents. They often “exist independently of any 

particular society member,”15 creating a set of norms and values that are broader than 

those adhered to by any individual. These values are often shaped by the society’s 

national narrative. These norms and values are shared by a majority (though not all) of 

individuals within the society, and are seen as part of the society’s characteristics.16 They 

are heavily influenced by economic, cultural, political and historical conditions 

experienced by the aggregate of individuals,17 as well as by the religious, cultural and 

                                                 
12 Cognitive dissonance refers to the gap between one’s actions and self image. As it is easier to change 
one’s mentality than one’s actions, the result is often a mental shift resulting in a justification of previously 
abhorred actions.  
13 Dictionary of Psychology Online. http://dictionary-
psychology.com/index.php?a=term&d=Dictionary+of+psychology&t=Social+psychology  
14 Kelman ed., International Behavior, Pg. 5-6 
15 Daniel Bar-Tal, Shared Beliefs in a Society: Social Psychological Analysis (California: Sage 
Publications, 2000), Pg. xiv 
16 ibid Pg. xiv  
17 ibid Pg. xiv, xv 
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national narratives created to address these issues. The totality of these “social beliefs” is 

what makes up the ethos (the essence) of a society.18  

Societal interactions often serve as a macrocosm of individual interactions. This is 

not surprising considering societies are made up of individuals. As a result, derivatives of 

individual psychology, including psychological issues such as cognitive dissonance and 

identity crises, can be experienced on the societal level as well as on the individual 

level.19  

Social psychology’s focus in interactions and motives provides a strong 

foundation for the study of nations in conflict and is particularly useful in answering why 

two particular nations fight, and what steps are necessary for resolving a particular 

conflict. When looking at nations in conflict (such as the Israelis and Palestinians), the 

focus is on the society rather than on the individual. Thus, this paper will focus on how 

social identity (including beliefs and norms) affect interactions between the two nations.  

 

NATIONAL SOCIAL IDENTITY , THE FUNDAMENTAL SOCIAL GROUP ELEMENT  

Humans by nature desire to be part of a group - to belong to something larger than 

themselves. Belonging to a group with a distinctive group identity satisfies basic 

                                                 
18 Daniel Bar-Tal, Shared Beliefs in a Society: Social Psychological Analysis (California: Sage 
Publications, 2000), Pg xv 
19 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 17 
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psychological needs20  and can give individuals a greater sense of meaning and purpose 

in their life.21  

One of the most fundamental social groupings is the nation.22 According to 

McCully, “the psychological foundation of ethnic nationalism and ethnic conflict is group 

identification—an emotional attachment to a group.”23 National identity is salient in the 

modern world, and is particularly pertinent to discussions of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict (a conflict essentially between two nationalist entities).  

The foundation for this identity is the national narrative. This identity is 

internalized by individuals within the society, who act on it unconsciously.24 According 

to Lebow, “national self images almost invariably contain a commitment to some idea or 

principle that is concrete, tangible, and readily understandable to members of the 

nationality. Such images usually draw upon myths and embellished memories of past 

achievements as palpable examples of the national purpose”. National identities allow 

individuals to celebrate the achievements of the group as if they were their own, giving 

individuals, whose lives might have lacked meaning, a sense of greater achievement. This 

                                                 
20 Herbert C. Kelman, “The Interdependence of Israeli and Palestinian National Identities: The Role of the 
Other in Existential Conflicts.” Journal of Social Issues. Vol 55. No. 3. (1999) Pg. 586 
21 Richard Ned Lebow, Between War and Peace: The Nature of International Crisis (Baltimore, Maryland: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), Pg. 198  
22 For more information on national social identities see Benedict Anderson’s “Imagined Communities.” 
23 McCauley, C. (2001). Chapter 21 in Ethnopolitical warfare: Causes, consequences and possible 
solutions. Eds. Chirot, D., and Seligman, M. (Pg. 343-362). American Psychological Association.  “The 
Psychology of Group Identification and the Power of Ethnic Nationalism” Pg 343 
24 Lebow, Between War and Peace, Pg. 194 
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national identity serves an “integrative function,” giving people a “vision of common 

purpose, … transform[ing] an aggregate of human beings into a collectivity.”25 

The intensity of a nation’s patriotism fluctuates and often increases when a nation 

is under attack. The common fear and anger generated by violent conflict unifies nations, 

strengthening national identity and societal bonds, including support for combatants. This 

was seen in Germany, Great Britain, Japan and the US during WWII as nations rallied 

together to fight vicious foes, and more recently in America after 9/11 when Americans 

en masse began buying and displaying the American flag on their cars and front lawns. In 

these crisis situations, belonging to a group can provide comfort, by linking individuals 

with a shared sense of belonging, fear, anger or victimization. Individuals undergoing 

personal crises can re-frame their frustrations in terms of national issues, and gain 

comfort from a sense of shared suffering.26 It can also, however, create a sense of 

defensive aggression allowing for the justification of hostilities that can lead to righteous 

rage.  

In protracted conflict, the link between personal identity and national identity is 

strengthened.27 For many Israelis and Palestinians, national identities serve as their 

primary identity, ahead of religious, sectarian, ethnic, linguistic, and even cultural 

identities. These ties are stronger than the Israeli and Palestinian nations are aware of, and 

                                                 
25 Lebow, Between War and Peace, Pg. 198 
26 ibid 197-198 
27 Herbert C. Kelman, Coalitions Across Conflict Lines: The Interplay of Conflicts within and between the 
Israeli and Palestinian Communities (The Harvard Center for International Affairs Working paper Series: 
Paper No. 91-9, 1991), Pg. 9 
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become readily apparent when national narratives are attacked as the internalization of 

these identities makes such attacks personal.  

Both the Israelis and the Palestinians have created national narratives that feed on 

this fear and misunderstanding, elaborating their righteous victimhood in contrast to the 

other’s aggressive victimization. As remarked earlier, these national narratives of 

victimhood have increased misunderstanding and miscommunication, compromising 

conflict resolution efforts.   

Such an identity can be extremely powerful, but it can also be dangerous. Mass 

movements, including nationalist ones, often regress as individuals relinquish their 

individuality. Individual differences are dissolved as commonalities and patterns within a 

society are identified and amplified.28 In spite of this individual regression, such societies 

are often not homogenous. These societies often contain a variety of opinions, most of 

which are not represented in the national narrative.  

                                                 
28 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity in Conditions of Political and Violent Conflict.” Pg. 42 
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*  *  * 

CHAPTER II: VICTIMHOOD PSYCHOLOGY & VICTIM IDENTITY 

(A THEORETICAL APPROACH) 

 

VICTIM IDENTITY : DEFINING VICTIMHOOD  

“The victim stance is a powerful one. The victim is always morally right, neither 

responsible nor accountable, and forever entitled to sympathy.”29 

Victimhood is complicated to define due to its subjective nature, as it is inherently 

defined by the victim.30 A victim is one who has been injured or wronged, usually in 

violation of certain legal criteria. However, determining whether someone has been 

wronged can be highly subjective as victimization inherently has a psychological 

component. Physical victimization is easier to assess objectively than psychological 

victimization. The reason for this is that psychological victimization is often based off the 

victim’s own presentation of their feelings. Thus, the victim plays a strong role in 

determining whether he or she has been victimized.  

This does not negate the validity or importance of psychological victimization. 

While psychological victimization might be more difficult to identify and as a result more 

                                                 
29 Ofer Zur, “Rethinking 'Don't Blame the Victim': The Psychology of Victimhood,” Journal of Couple 
Therapy, 4 (3/4), 15-36. http://www.zurinstitute.com/victimhood.html [accessed 3/25/09] 
30 For a distinction between victim and victimhood, see footnote 5 on page 5. 



 

 

16 

subjective, it remains the most destructive type of victimization, influencing the victim’s 

entire perception of the world, and thus their behaviors and attitudes towards it.   

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a victim is defined as “one who is 

reduced or destined to suffer under some oppressive or destructive agency … in [a] 

weaker sense: one who suffers some injury, hardship, or loss, is badly treated or taken 

advantage of.”31 Victimhood is defined as “the state of being a victim” and victimizer is 

defined as “one who victimizes another or others.”32 These victims often experiences 

feelings of paranoia, fear, anger, helplessness and betrayal. 

Internationally, the definition of victim varies. According to Amnesty 

International, the international definition of “victim” (as defined by the U.N Victims 

Declaration) is “any person or group of persons that individually or collectively, directly 

or indirectly, suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, 

economic loss or substantial impairment of fundamental rights, as a result of crimes 

within the jurisdiction of a court.”33 This definition is extremely broad, and covers 

everything from rape to crimes against humanity. Essentially, any action that causes an 

                                                 
31 Oxford English Dictionary. Accessed through Aladdin Research Portal [Accessed August 22, 2009]. 
Search “victim” definitions b) and d). 
http://dictionary.oed.com.proxygw.wrlc.org/cgi/entry/50277299?query_type=word&queryword=victim&fir
st=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=kbQ3-2eo1q2-
2973&hilite=50277299se11  
32 Oxford English Dictionary. Accessed through Aladdin Research Portal [Accessed August 22, 2009]. 
Search “victimhood” and “victimizer.” 
http://dictionary.oed.com.proxygw.wrlc.org/cgi/entry/50277299?query_type=word&queryword=victim&fir
st=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=kbQ3-2eo1q2-
2973&hilite=50277299se11  
33 Amnesty International Official Website. “2007-2008 Fact Sheet Four.” 
http://www.amnestyusa.org/international_justice/pdf/IJA_Factsheet_4_Victims_Rights.pdf . This definition 
is not much different from definition d. in the Oxford English Dictionary 2nd Ed. 1989 (accessed online), 
which defines a victim as, “In weaker sense: One who suffers some injury, hardship, or loss, is badly 
treated or taken advantage of, etc.” [sic] 



 

 

17 

individual harm and is illegal according to the statute of the International Criminal Court 

can be considered victimization. While elements of this definition are relatively tangible 

and objective (such as physical and economic injury), it is important to note that 

psychological (mental) and emotional injury are listed in this definition. While one might 

argue that clinicians can diagnose psychological harm (and thus it is objective), this 

diagnosis is most often based on the subjective feelings of the individual who has been 

harmed.  

It is this highly emotional and subjective nature of victimhood - whether of a 

physical, emotional, or psychological trauma - that has gained the victim a privileged 

status of protection. Because the victim is the party that has been wronged, it has become 

politically incorrect to explore the responsibility of the victim in a conflict.34 The victim 

is the party deserving justice, protection and sympathy. As a result, almost by definition, 

the victim is “morally right,” and the victimizer is “morally wrong.” This concept serves 

as a fundamental tenet of our judicial system and is the foundation for our beliefs in the 

punishment of the victimizer and the protection of the victim.  

 

NATIONAL IDENTITY AND SOCIETAL VICTIMHOOD  

 The concept of individual victimhood exists on the societal level as well as the 

individual level. Like individuals, societies cultivate narratives that serve to delineate a 

sense of purpose. These narratives are based on a myriad of experiences in the society’s 

                                                 
34 Zur, “Rethinking 'Don't Blame the Victim',” Journal of Couple Therapy. 
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history. Such narratives are often historically inaccurate. Just like individuals, societies 

repress certain experiences and augment others, choosing which events will define their 

character, and which will be unceremoniously forgotten.  

National entities, by virtue of often-sharp geographic and linguistic barriers, can 

have exceptionally strong and independent characteristics. As a result, national groups 

become complex entities that interact with each another in a manner exceptionally similar 

to that of individuals in their interactions. Nations bicker with one another, fight with one 

another, grow and develop in opposition to one another, cultivate relations with one 

another, and even protect one another. Depending on a nation’s history, and its patterns 

of interaction, a nation may subsequently become docile or aggressive, paranoid or naive. 

Nations may suffer many instances of victimhood throughout their history. 

Particularly salient episodes of victimhood, resulting in a common sense of “helplessness, 

victimization, shame and humiliation,”35 may become chosen traumas; “a shared 

representation of a group’s or society’s victimization”36 that is stored and nursed within a 

society’s collective memory.  

Chosen traumas may change over time. Modern traumas may replace past 

traumas, reactivate old traumas, or enhance existing chosen traumas.37 These chosen 

traumas are transmitted from generation to generation, binding society members together. 

Eventually the society unconsciously assigns greater significance to the historical event, 

                                                 
35 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 173 
36 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg.  46 
37 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 194 
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designating it as a significant element of the group’s modern identity. When the subject 

of the trauma is a nation, these chosen traumas become key components of the society’s 

national narrative. Such events are characteristically mythologized through songs, poems, 

paintings, and memorials. Additionally, they are often manipulated by leaders to unite or 

rally followers (both consciously and unconsciously).38  

When a nation is engaged in long term protracted violent conflict they will seek 

protection from other countries, or increase domestic security measures in order to 

increase both their physical and psychological sense of security. These nations often have 

a relatively paranoid and mistrustful outlook, attributing negative actions by others as 

proof of innate hostility. Subsequent traumas can reinforce feelings of anger and paranoid 

mistrust, cementing a sense of “righteous victimhood” that can be used to justify further 

aggressive actions.  

These nations will often overtly battle for the status of being perceived as the 

victim in the international arena. Winning this status can be more important than winning 

any particular battle, as it confers on the nation a sense of legitimacy and righteousness in 

the international arena. Though the battle for international recognition as a victim may be 

highly political, psychologically this victimhood identity is often felt very deeply by the 

self-identified victims. Challenging a nation’s victimhood could be considered as 

insulting as challenging the victimhood of an individual who has undergone a traumatic 

experience.  

                                                 
38 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 194 
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The internalization of this victim identity, even if unrecognized internationally, 

often leads to an “exaggerated entitlement ideology.”39 This entitlement ideology has 

served to desensitize victims to their own aggressive retaliatory actions, providing a 

shield of righteousness behind which the victim can hide.40 As stated by Dr. Zur, “in 

claiming the status of victim and by assigning all blame to others, [one] can achieve 

moral superiority while simultaneously disowning any responsibility for one’s behavior 

and its outcome. The victims merely seek justice and fairness. If they become violent, it 

is only as a last resort, in self-defense.”41 This sense of righteousness is often used to 

justify delegitimization of the enemy and hostile retaliatory action, prolonging violent 

conflict by masking fault, and increasing miscommunication, mistrust, and 

misunderstanding.  

 

FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION : TRANSMISSION OF VICTIM IDENTITY  

“The dynamic force of the conflict is the unconscious representation at the group 

level of the traumatized and devastated self.”42  

In many protracted violent conflicts between nations (including the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict), both sides have a strong victim identity. Victimhood plays a 

significant role in the national narratives of both societies. This identity has been 

internalized to the extent that individuals within each society psychologically relate to the 
                                                 
39 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 194 
40 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 43 
41 Zur, “Rethinking 'Don't Blame the Victim',” Journal of Couple Therapy. 
42 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 47 
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chosen traumas experienced by their society (regardless of whether or not they were 

present at the time of the trauma).  

Generational transmission of chosen traumas can be extremely powerful, with 

mourning over losses incurred centuries prior.43 This is just as unhealthy for a nation as it 

is for an individual, preventing the nation from properly grieving, addressing, coping and 

ultimately moving past the traumatic event.  

Societal narratives of victimhood are passed down from generation to generation, 

often relatively unconsciously, through national narratives recounting the traumas of 

previous generations.44 Children learn about these traumas in school, museums recount 

these traumatic events, monuments are erected, and days of commemoration celebrated. 

These all serve to solidify the traumatic event in the psyche of the population. New 

generations will harbor old resentments and nurse old wounds as chosen traumas become 

internalized. The psychological power of these social traumas on individuals (even 

individuals who were not present at the event) should not be underestimated. The 

internalization of societal traumas through education, museums and monuments, 

generates powerful mental images, making the individual feel as if they were actually 

there. As a result, it is not only the narrative of victimhood that is passed down through 

these channels, but the psychology of victimhood as well.  

 

                                                 
43 Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity, Pg. 17 
44 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 48 
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VICTIM PSYCHOLOGY : INTER-RELATED COMPONENTS 

The following section will discuss several inter-related mechanisms that directly 

influence, reinforce, and result from societal feelings of victimhood. These components 

can be roughly divided into three categories: those dealing with the victim’s self-

perception, those dealing with the victim’s perception, and relationship to others, and 

finally those components that result from victim identity.  

A flowchart of component inter-relations is provided at the end of the section as a 

visual aid. A true detailed analysis of cause and effect is beyond the scope of this thesis.  

 

VICTIM IDENTITY : PERCEPTION OF SELF  

Victim psychology influences the victim’s perception of themselves and their own 

identities. Inter-related self-perception components include, but are not limited to 

negative identity issues (the balance between one’s identity as weak vs. oppressive) and 

the need for recognition and legitimacy.  

  

Negative Identity 

Although the status of victim is often coveted due to its preferred status 

internationally and automatic conference of legitimacy upon the victimized party, it is not 

always seen as a positive element of a nation’s identity. It is true that many conflicts rely 
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heavily upon the concept of national legitimacy. National narratives seek to emphasize 

trends that strengthen such legitimacy, and de-emphasize those that do not. It is easy to 

see how identification as the ‘victim’ of a conflict can promote these trends.  

In spite of the benefits of victim identity internationally, the concept of 

victimhood is often viewed as repulsive by domestic constituents, as it portrays the nation 

as weak and vulnerable. While a victimized nation may feel weak and vulnerable, most 

do not want to acknowledge this for fear that such an admission would encourage 

stronger powers to take further advantage of them. Nations also do not want to see 

themselves as weak, defenseless and hopeless. A nation that cannot protect its people has 

little to be proud of.   

As a result, nations will often attempt to compensate for the weak and vulnerable 

nature of victimhood by portraying themselves as strong and proud, rising up to fight 

against an oppressive foe. This can result in an overly macho character than can be 

mistaken for aggressiveness.  

Both elements listed above are seen as negative. In a conflict situation, neither 

party wants to be seen as either weak and vulnerable, or violent and unjust. Nations 

inherently wish to be seen as just. The righteous anger gained by victimhood, and the 

justification of acts of “defensive aggression,” however, can lead the victimized nation to 

take aggressive actions. These aggressive actions only serve to validate claims by others 

that the victimized nation is violent and unjust. 
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Additionally, each party in the conflict serves as a constant reminder to the other 

of both of these negative identity elements.45 Either they are the victims, and thus they 

are weak and vulnerable, or they are the victimizers - oppressive and unjust. Either they 

are the victims and cannot protect themselves, or they are strong and are able to retaliate. 

The former denotes weakness, while the latter can lead to overly aggressive acts. Both of 

these images “are inconsistent with the parties’ self-images and the images they wish to 

project.”46  

This negative identity issue is exacerbated by the victim’s impaired empathy for 

the other. Thus, while both sides in a conflict might be both victims and victimizers, 

neither is able to acknowledge this. That the other nation might also be a victim is rarely 

acknowledged. That the victimized nation is also a victimizer is even more difficult to 

admit. The identity crisis is internalized, such that the victimized nation is struggling to 

justify retaliatory actions to itself as well as to the rest of the world, forcing the nation to 

cope with its negative identity elements.  

 

Gaining Legitimacy as a Victim 

Most violent conflicts are perceived by the parties involved as a zero-sum 

existential battle in which both seek to gain international legitimacy by delegitimizing 

their opponent(s). Gaining legitimacy as a victim, however, can be extremely difficult. 

                                                 
45 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 581, 588, 593 
46 ibid. 595 
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Social conceptions of victimhood (in conflict situations) usually contain two parties: the 

victim (seen as just and righteous) and the victimizer (seen as aggressive and deserving 

retribution). In situations of protracted violent conflict in which both sides claim to be the 

victim, international societies still feel forced to identify one party as the victim and the 

other as the victimizer. Societal conceptions of victimhood do not allow for the 

conference of “victimhood” status on both parties of a conflict, for how can both parties 

be entitled to equal legitimacy and special dispensation? Additionally, if both parties are 

equally righteous and their claims to victimhood equally legitimate, then who is to blame 

for the atrocities? To say neither would be unsettling to say the least. It is human nature 

to designate and attribute blame. However, to say that both parties are responsible 

jeopardizes the high status of the victim as the paragon of virtue, and the very 

embodiment of innocence.  

In order to maintain this pedestal status of victimhood, international communities 

continue to “choose” between warring parties, conferring victimhood status on allied 

parties at the expense of the other side. Thus, the public relations war over legitimacy is 

often seen as a zero-sum conflict, as gaining legitimacy as the victim often necessitates 

the painting of the other as the victimizer. As succinctly stated by Herbert Kelman, “The 

zero-sum view of identity in relation to the conflict does not admit of the possibility that 

both parties may have some justice on their side,” that each side’s perspectives have at 

least some measure of legitimacy.47  

                                                 
47 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 591 
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According to Kelman, “the zero-sum view of national identity has in effect 

created a state of negative interdependence between the two identities: Assertion of the 

group’s own identity requires negation of the other group’s identity… Negative 

interdependence not only creates obstacles to conflict resolution and ultimate 

reconciliation but also makes it more difficult and costly for each group to establish its 

own identity. It is not enough for it to demonstrate, to itself and the rest of the world, its 

own legitimacy, authenticity, and cohesiveness as a national group; it has the additional 

burden of demonstrating the illegitimacy, inauthenticity, and lack of cohesiveness of the 

other, often in the face of powerful evidence to the contrary.”48 Even the victimizer seeks 

to justify its actions and delegitimize those of its opponent. “The other serves as a 

constant reminder of the fact that, whether they do so reluctantly or not, they are engaged 

in actions that cast doubt on their decent and peaceful self images.”49 They want to 

portray themselves as “decent and civilized … resorting to violence only when deprived 

of other options.”50 They see the other as having forced them into the role of aggressor 

(or victimizer) and resent them for it.51 

If a society can make a reasonable case that the other side is the aggressor and that 

they are the victim, they will successfully strengthen their claim to this exclusive entitled 

status. Thus, the victimized group strives to maintain exclusive victimhood status 

internationally by demonizing and delegitimizing its opponent. 

                                                 
48 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 589 
49 ibid Pg. 595 
50 ibid   
51 ibid 
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 The legitimacy of this “victim” claim is based on both the legitimacy of the party 

making the claim and the legitimacy of the claim itself.52 The party making the claim 

must have legitimacy both domestically (amongst its constituency) and internationally. 

Domestically, the claim must hold enough weight to gain popular support, such that it 

becomes engrained in the popular consciousness and is passed down from generation to 

generation. In democratic societies, this support is even more crucial, as popular support 

is deemed one of the most crucial factors in determining legitimacy. The same is true for 

international legitimacy.  

 As legitimate as the claim may be, if the party making the claim lacks legitimacy, 

the claim will be ignored. Both forms of legitimacy are needed for a society to 

successfully claim “victimhood” status. If a society or its actions are seen as illegitimate, 

the cause will be tarnished, no matter how righteous it may be.  

 Running counter to these two types of legitimization are equivalent forms of 

delegitimization in which the legitimacy of the claim and/or the party making the claim 

are the focus of intense scrutiny. In protracted violent conflicts, aggressive actions by 

both sides can be tallied to delegitimize the other’s claim to victimhood. It is important to 

note that the victim will often see its own aggressive actions as acts of defense that are 

justified by the trauma they sustained. However, the other party to the conflict rarely 

acknowledges this justification. Thus, even acts of defensive aggression are often 

interpreted as purely aggressive acts. The more protracted the conflict, the more each side 

                                                 
52 Herbert C. Kelman, “Reflections on Social and Psychological Process of Legitimization and 
Delegitimization,” In The Psychology of Legitimacy: Emerging Perspectives on Ideology, Justice, and 
Intergroup Relations, edited by John T. Jost and Brenda Major. (Cambridge University Press: 2001) Pg. 55 
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can site instances of aggressive, oppressive, and terrifying behavior. This, however, often 

leads to a stalemate, as both sides develop a similarly dense laundry list of grievances 

against the other.  

 The stalemate resulting from the failed attempts to strengthen one’s own victim 

position through de-legitimization of the other’s actions, results in the use of a nastier 

form of de-legitimization: the de-legitimization and demonization of the claimant. If one 

can prove that the other is corrupt, evil or out for revenge, one can undermine the 

claimant’s assertion of victimhood - for truly, one who is corrupt, aggressive, oppressive 

or evil could never be the victim. Thus, by challenging both the motives and the character 

of another society, one can delegitimize any claims filed by that society. As a result, this 

has become a common strategy in the public relations war for legitimacy.  

 This jockeying for the moral high ground and international legitimacy 

fundamentally changes the nature of the conflict. If previously, the conflict could be said 

to be a physical argument over land, and property, the ensuing verbal conflict to gain 

international legitimacy will complicate the conflict by adding an existential and deeply 

psychological dimension. As a result, a conflict that might previously have been ended 

via negotiation over land rights becomes a zero sum conflict over identity, making 

diplomatic solutions all the more complex.  
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VICTIM IDENTITY : PERCEPTION OF OTHERS  

A victim’s self-perception also influences their view of the world around them. 

The victim’s views of others will in turn, influence their self-perception, as the victim 

learns to modify their identity in relation to their view of others. The victim’ perception 

of others influences, and is influenced by, several inter-related components including 

paranoid mistrust (the tendency to perceive the worst in an enemy, to fear them and to 

distrust them) and the fundamental attribution error (the tendency to assign positive 

connotations to one’s own actions and negative connotations to another’s actions). 

 

Paranoid Mistrust  

“Each party, looking at the other’s ideology and associated symbols entirely from 

its own perspective, has tended to perceive them as having no other purpose than to 

destroy its own national existence…”53  

One result of both physical violent conflict and existential conflict over 

legitimacy is the development of a societal sense of paranoia. Continued violent conflict 

makes a society’s narrative of victimhood (and particularly their chosen traumas) more 

salient to the individual. Such protracted conflicts provide the individual with ample 

evidence to conclude that the other is out to destroy them. Thus, the internalization of this 

victim identity on the individual level is intensified.  

                                                 
53 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 592 
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This process is further heightened by the political process of delegitimization. In 

protracted violent conflicts, accusations often go beyond simply delegitimizing the cause 

to delegitimizing the actors themselves. When two parties are engaged in a conflict of 

identity, delegitimization can easily turn to dehumanization.54 For instance, claims that a 

party does not own rights to a land turn into claims that the party itself is illegitimate and 

thus so is its claims. Such attacks against a party’s identity are often interpreted as a 

denial of the party’s right to exist. According to Kelman, such mutual distrust is 

“endemic” in such conflicts. He argues, “Historical memories and current experiences 

serve to reinforce the prevalent assumption that the enemy’s ultimate goal is the 

liquidation of one’s own group... Rhetoric and action of the parties are replete with 

efforts to deny the other’s national identity, legitimacy and even humanity.”55 Thus, the 

party goes from being delegitimized to being dehumanized. This transition can happen 

both consciously and unconsciously.  

The delegitimization and often dehumanization of another party significantly 

amplifies the claim that the other is out to destroy them. It becomes a major source for 

societal paranoia, reinforcing feelings of victimhood and heightening basic fight or flight 

instincts. The parties, both of whom feel they are the victim, and both of whom feel the 

other is out to get them, become more aggressive in their attempts to protect themselves. 

Psychologically, the parties feel that they are backed into a corner, and that annihilation is 

eminent. Such paranoia may be at least partially justified as it is rooted in the basic 

                                                 
54 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 590 
55 Kelman, Coalitions Across Conflict Lines, Pg. 13 
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mistrust existing between enemies in violent protracted conflict (particularly conflicts 

perceived as zero-sum).  

 

The Fundamental Attribution Error 

As the victim looks outwards at others, their opinions and biases are influenced by 

the fundamental attribution error – the tendency of observers to attribute another’s actions 

to dispositional rather than situational factors.56 The same observer, however, is most 

likely to attribute his or her own actions to situational factors. Thus, while a negative 

action perpetuated by another is seen as a character flaw, that same action, when 

perpetuated by the observer is excused as a product of the situation. 

One explanation of the fundamental attribution error argues that this discrepancy 

is due to a difference in information. As remarked by Jones & Nisbett, “Typically, the 

actor has more, and more precise, information than the observer about his own emotional 

states and his intentions.”57 The observer simply cannot know the actor’s motivations and 

is thus unable to determine whether a negative event was intentional or unintentional. 

Thus, the tendency to attribute another’s negative action to their character rather than the 

situation is both erroneous as well as duplicitous (as one is less likely to attribute one’s 

own negative actions to flaws in their own character). 

                                                 
56 Pronin, Emily, Thomas Gilovich, and Lee Ross, “Theoretical Note: Objectivity in the Eye of the 
Beholder: Divergent Perceptions of Bias in Self Versus Others.” Psychological Review. 2004. Vol. 111. 
No. 3. Pg. 782 
57 Quote by Jones & Nisbet originally in E. E. Jones, D. E. Kanouse, H. H. Kelley, R. E. Nisbett, S. Valins, 
& B. Weiner (Eds.), Attribution: Perceiving the causes of behavior (pp. 79–94). Morristown, NJ: General 
Learning Press. Re-quoted in “Objectivity in the Eye of the Beholder” Pg. 782. 
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An expansion of this concept, proposed by Ross et. all, argues that the 

fundamental attribution error can also result from the observer’s assessment of the actor’s 

actions and judgments as “reflect[ing] cognitive or motivational biases that distort 

reality.”58 Thus, negative actions by others are seen as intentional cognitive decisions 

rather than merely a product of their character.  

On an individual level, this leads to misinformed opinions, biased perceptions of 

others, and a blind spot regarding one’s own actions and biases.59 These biased 

misperceptions are enhanced when the distance between the observer and the actor is 

widened (for instance, when the observer learns about an actor’s events from another 

person, or from the news, etc).  

On an international level, the attribution error magnifies these misperceptions as 

the degree of separation between the actor and the observer increases. Individuals from 

one society learn second hand about the actions of another individual and make 

judgments about their character based on even less information. Media biases and 

imbedded cultural perceptions can distort the coverage of such events, further enhancing 

the individual’s attribution error. In conflict situations, negative actions by an individual 

or group are often attributed to the larger population, and are thus seen as indicative of 

that society’s character. For example, terrorist atrocities are often blamed on the host 

society rather than on the individual or group perpetuating them. Such acts are seen as 

indicative of the society’s disposition, thus leading to the presumption that the society 

                                                 
58 Pronin et. al, “Objectivity in the Eye of the Beholder,” Psychological Review. Pg. 781 
59 ibid 
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itself is morally corrupt. Conversely, a similarly negative action taken by members of the 

host society would be justified as unavoidable - not representative of their beliefs or 

character, but rather representative of the desperate situation. Thus, on the societal level, 

the fundamental attribution error serves to magnify conflict situations by increasing 

negative misinformed perceptions of the actor’s society.60   

 

VICTIM IDENTITY : RESULTS   

The combination of the victim’s self-perception and worldview results in 

cognitive dissonance (when one’s actions do not match one’s self-perception), and an 

increased focus on the self coupled with an inability to empathize with and relate to 

others. This increased focus on the self, results in an increased righteous entitlement 

ideology and impaired empathy that can cause the victim to become a victimizer.  

 

Cognitive Dissonance 

The view of oneself as just is constantly challenged by the enemy’s constant 

reminders of the unjust actions taken by the victim in retaliation. This creates a 

significant amount of cognitive dissonance - “the adverse state that results when our 

                                                 
60 These misperceptions are further exacerbated by the actor-observer discrepancy (a concept closely 
related to the fundamental attribution error), which states that negative actions taken by actor are the cause 
of the negative actions taken by the observer. the actions of the other are seen as the driving force behind 
the observer’s subsequent actions. 
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behavior is inconsistent with our attitudes.”61 The dichotomy between the view of oneself 

as a righteous victim, and the knowledge that one might also be the aggressor causes 

psychological tension. This tension is relieved by psychological strategies that attempt to 

resolve or mitigate the dissonance. 

One strategy is the creation of a veil through which selective attention to 

information masks the harm being performed.62  On the societal level, this can result in a 

pervasive tendency to ignore or justify information perceived as incongruent with the 

society’s view of itself as a just actor. This can explain how a victim can become a 

victimizer and not notice or accept it. The virtual veil allows the victim society to retain 

its feelings of righteousness. By refusing to entertain evidence suggesting that the society 

might be a victimizer, it is left with no reason to doubt the righteousness of its cause. This 

resolution of cognitive dissonance, by filtering out contrary information, allows for the 

creation of the “righteous victim”- a victim with an entitlement complex, believing firmly 

in the justness of its cause and its right to special dispensation, and some sort of 

compensation or retribution.  

 

Impaired Empathy 

The victim’s increased focus on their own traumas impairs their ability to identify 

and empathize with others. Their own traumas will always come first, and the array of 

                                                 
61 Martha L. Cottam, Beth Dietz-Uhler, Elana Mastors, and Thomas Preston, Introduction to Political 
Psychology: 2nd Edition (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., New Jersey, 2004) Pg. 40 
62 ibid 
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emotions associated with victimhood overwhelms their ability to take on another’s 

problems. Thus, the victim becomes more and more entrenched in his or her own 

victimhood, and less able to identify with others. 

 Impaired empathy is the inability of an individual or group “to identify and 

discriminate emotions, take another’s perspective and respond to the perceived emotional 

experience.”63 A lack of empathy prevents individuals from understanding another’s 

feelings and emotions, and as a result prevents a true understanding of their motives.  

According to A.L. Teten et al, “Empathy tends to inhibit aggressive behavior 

(Miller & Eisenberg, 1988) because it is believed that, at least among non-sadistic 

aggressors, understanding and appreciating the pain, that a violent act causes the victim, 

decreases the risk of violence.”64 The converse is also evident- that impaired empathy can 

increase aggressive and violent actions.   

In situations of violent conflict between nations, impaired empathy often results 

from, and is exacerbated by, the use of dehumanization tactics against one’s enemy.65 

Such tactics are often used consciously as many believe that one cannot wage war against 

an enemy one empathizes with.66 Thus, empathy can be a liability rather than an asset.  

                                                 
63 Andra L. Teten, Lisa A. Miller, Sara D. Bailey, Nancy Jo Dunn, and Thomas A. Kent, “Empathic 
Deficits and Alexithymia in Trauma- Related Impulsive Aggression.” Behavioral Sciences and the Law. 
No. 26. (2008) Pg. 825 
64 ibid 
65 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg 43 
66 “Faces of the Enemy.” Dir. Jersey, Bill, and Jeffrey Friedman. Prod. Bill Jersey. A Quest Productions for 
the Catticus Corporation. 1987. 
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While impaired empathy for the other might prove to be a useful defense 

mechanism in situations of violent conflict, its side effects should not be overlooked. 

First, the increase in the likelihood of violence and aggressive action is more likely to 

escalate, rather than de-escalate a conflict. Nations engaged in violent conflict will harden 

their resolve against their enemy as their enemy does so against them, making violent 

atrocities, war crimes and protracted violent conflict more likely. Second, impaired 

empathy can lead to detrimental tactics. An inability to identify with the other side, 

coupled with issues of attribution bias, results in misinformed perceptions of the other 

side. Tactics taken based on these biases and misinformed perceptions are more likely to 

backfire, protracting the conflict. Finally, as empathy can be seen as crucial to the 

creation of sustainable peace, the lack of such empathy can seriously inhibit attempts to 

resolve protracted violent conflicts.67  

  

From Entitlement to Righteous Victimhood 

“Being or having been a victim justifies revenge, actions designed to “protect” 

the group’s integrity… The role of the victim is cultivated as though it were a badge of 

honor, the group’s identity is marked by narratives of victimization and individuals 

identify themselves with the victim…A feeling of being special, or entitlement, 

accompanies the role of the victim.”68 

                                                 
67 Kelman, “The Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues. Pg 593 
68 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 43 



 

 

37 

Though the concept of victimhood is portrayed differently depending on the 

society and the situation, many underlying psychological components are evident in 

protracted violent conflicts; these include a sense of entitlement, righteousness, and a 

need for security. The victim, by virtue of being wronged, is seen by society as the 

“righteous” party, entitled to justice, and occasionally even revenge. The victim is seen as 

entitled to some sort of “special compensation.”69 This elevated status makes the concept 

of victimhood more appealing. The victim is not only the righteous party; it is also the 

party that is entitled special dispensation.  

This special dispensation can be manifested in numerous ways, from support 

against ones foes to leniency in international obligations. This special leniency is often 

abused, both intentionally and unintentionally by victims. Unintentionally, victim 

societies may use this special dispensation as a crutch to lean on, allowing overly 

aggressive actions and failures to adhere to international obligations to be excused. 

Intentionally, states may play into the role of the victim, demanding that special 

dispensation be granted on a more and more lenient basis, convincing allied countries that 

failure to meet international obligations is not for lack of trying, or that overly aggressive 

action was taken due to a severe sense of insecurity and the overly aggressive nature of 

their foe. While these excuses may be based on truth, they are often augmented, 

obscuring any condemnation of the victim state’s actions.  

 

                                                 
69 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 46 
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From Victim to Victimizer: Blind Victimization of Others 

The victim, psychologically, has difficulty acknowledging that the other might 

also be a victim. This is particularly true in identity conflicts that are perceived as zero-

sum (such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict). To acknowledge that one’s victimhood is 

not exclusive is to acknowledge that one’s legitimacy as the moral and righteous 

participant is not exclusive.  

In an attempt to be disassociated from the weak and passive identity of the victim, 

nations will often try to shift their position from passive to active, resulting in aggressive 

hostile action that can reinforce identity as an oppressor rather than a victim. The victims 

may actively humiliate and shame their opponent as a way to deal with their own shame 

and humiliation. Ultimately, this can lead to the use of violence as catharsis for dealing 

with one’s own trauma.70  

If acknowledging the existence of another victim is difficult, then acknowledging 

one’s role in the other’s victimhood is nearly impossible. The righteous anger that can 

accompany psychological feelings of victimhood can also mask overly aggressive 

actions. The line between actions necessary for defense and actions taken for revenge is 

obscured. This then blurs the line between victim and victimizer. Eventually, the society 

becomes both simultaneously.  

 

                                                 
70 Varin, “Humiliation and the Victim Identity.” The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review. Pg. 43-44, 46 
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VICTIM IDENTITY : SUMMARY AND FLOW -CHART  

In situations of violent conflict, it is natural for a country that has incurred injury, 

hardship or loss, been taken advantage of, or been oppressed, to identify as a victim. 

Society members influenced by the trauma will often exhibit the emotions and reactions 

of victims (including feelings of paranoia, fear, anger, helplessness and betrayal). The 

psychology of victimhood creates a sense of righteous entitlement, underscored by a 

sense of insecurity. This results in a compounded need for legitimacy and a justification 

of hostile actions as defensive aggression- justified as necessary for the nation’s survival. 

Nations that have undergone traumatic wars often attempt to suppress negative feelings 

associated with the trauma, and may lash out with bottled rage if provoked or threatened. 

This reinforced victim identity exacerbates the nation’s cognitive dissonance (by 

causing the members of the nation to take actions that widen the gap between their 

actions and their moral self image) and increases the nation’s inward focus, making it 

difficult for victims to identify with others, impairing their empathy for other parties to 

the conflict. The victim becomes more and more entrenched in their own victim identity 

(reinforcing feelings of righteous entitlement), and as a result the victim becomes blind to 

all traumas that are not their own. The result is that the victimized nation can become a 

victimizer without ever realizing it.  
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The following chart attempts to visually reflect the concepts relayed above. 

 

Figure 1: Victim Psychology: Interrelated Components 
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*  *  * 

CHAPTER III: VICTIM PSYCHOLOGY IN THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIA N 

CONFLICT 

(A PRACTICAL APPLICATION) 

 

INTRO: VICTIM IDENTITY IN THE ISRAELI -PALESTINIAN CONFLICT  

“[The] mutual sense of victimhood has become one of the most serious 

psychological complications bedeviling Arab-Zionist and Palestinian-Israeli relations… 

[a] psychological entanglement of self-identified victims struggling against another 

group of self-identified victims.”71 

The victim identity discussed above is a key root cause of continued hostilities 

between Israelis and Palestinians, permeating the deepest level of the conflict. This 

psychological mechanism is so basic it is often taken for granted by practitioners and 

diplomats attempting to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is either deemed as too 

pervasive an issue - too difficult to solve diplomatically and thus not worth the political 

time or capital - or it is ignored entirely and focus is shifted back to immediate tangible 

causes such as terrorism, settlement building, and border issues. While the latter are 

                                                 
71 Neil Caplan, “Victimhood and Identity: Psychological Obstacles to Israeli reconciliation with the 
Palestinians,” in Israeli and Palestinian Identities in History and Literature, edited by Kamal Abdel Malek 
and David C. Jacobsen. (New York: 1999) Pg. 65 
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certainly significant issues in the conflict, solving only the tangible issues is not sufficient 

to create lasting sustainable peace. 

 It is crucial that the underlying psychological elements be addressed as well. 

While victimhood psychology is only one of these mechanisms, it is arguably one of the 

most crucial and widespread, influencing perceptions as well as actions by both parties. 

This victimhood complex, which exists in both Israeli and Palestinian societies to 

different extents, results in pervasive mistrust, paranoia, cognitive dissonance, 

delegitimizing rhetoric, and righteous aggression culminating in dehumanization  

Narratives of victimhood and their internalization are key components of Israeli 

and Palestinian national narratives, and as a result, key components of their respective 

national identities. The pervasiveness of this identity should be neither under - nor over-

emphasized. National identity has increasingly become a primary component of 

individual identity throughout the world. National identity is strengthened by 

international conflict, forcing domestic differences aside as national security and safety 

bind the society together. It is no wonder then that national identities should be such 

strong forces in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict - a protracted violent conflict between two 

national identities struggling for land, identity, and recognition.  

Israeli and Palestinian national identities are often put ahead of religious, 

sectarian, ethnic, linguistic and even cultural identities. For many Israelis and Palestinians 

their national identity is their primary identity. As victimhood is a strong component of 

these national identities, so too has it become a strong component of individual identity. 
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This identity has been internalized, and as a result, challenges to the concept of this 

victimhood are taken personally.  

In order to understand why Israelis and Palestinians behave the way they do 

towards one-another, it is crucial to understand the basic psychological mechanisms at 

play within these societies, including legitimization, cogitative dissonance, righteous 

aggression, delegitimization of others, and paranoid distrust. Each of these mechanisms is 

influenced by a pervasive “victim identity” within both Israeli and Palestinian societies. 

This chapter will look at how the social psychological mechanisms discussed previously 

can be applied to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by looking at Israeli and Palestinian 

national narratives.  

 

ISRAELI AND PALESTINIAN NATIONAL NARRATIVES  

  It is important to note that the nations of Israel and Palestine are not 

homogeneous, and as a result neither are their actions and national narratives. The 

national narratives of their societies represent the commonly held beliefs, values and 

worldviews of the individuals within their societies. As the society grows and changes, so 

too does its national narrative. Additionally, events that remain relatively constant 

throughout these adaptations are often re-examined and re-interpreted to address the 

society’s current needs. Thus, both nations can be said to have numerous national 

narratives throughout their history.  
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 In spite of the difficulties in identifying a single Israeli or Palestinian “master 

narrative” (a single, comprehensive narrative of the society’s collective history), there are 

identifiable trends within the narratives that can be said to comprise such a master 

narrative. These trends include a focus on key historical events and figures and their 

associated popular interpretations. The trends are reinforced and strengthened by political 

leaders as a way to unite and inspire their people and to justify their actions.  

 

ISRAELI VICTIMHOOD : NATIONAL NARRATIVE , KEY THEMES, AND DISSEMINATION  

 “While post-1967 Israel has been viewed by most nations of the world as a 

regional superpower, many Israelis have retained the perception of it as a small and 

besieged state, ever on the brink of extinction at the hands of its unforgiving Arab 

neighbors…[Their victories] did not provide sufficient reason to transform the Jewish 

self-image of victim into that of victor... Many Israelis continue to develop their identity 

based… on enduring self-perceptions of victimhood and powerlessness.”72  

One of the most common trends in the Israeli national narrative is the concept of 

victimhood, a concept rooted in Jewish historical trends of victimhood. Though the 

founders of the state of Israel focused on the creation of a relatively secular state, the 

character of Israeli society became more religious after the 1967 war. Thus, while Jewish 

Diaspora history was mostly neglected in the early years of the creation of Israel, it 

subsequently became a major component of Israeli national identity. This is the result of 

                                                 
72 Caplan, “Victimhood and Identity,” in Israeli & Palestinian Identities in History and Literature, Pg. 69 
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the immigration of religious Jews to the country (mostly from Eastern Europe), followed 

by a messianic uproar following Israel’s overwhelming success in the 6-Day war.  

The sweeping victory of Israel over Egypt, Jordan and Syria was seen as a sign 

from God that Israel was meant to be the Jewish homeland. During the war, Israel 

captured the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and the Golan Heights. 

Jerusalem was immediately united, and Jews flooded to the previously divided Old City 

of Jerusalem to pray at the Western Wall- the Jew’s holiest site. The unification of 

Jerusalem and the impressive victory was seen as representative of God’s will. Many 

believed that this was a sign that the Messiah was coming. The war became an almost 

holy event, fueling a rise in spiritual and religious fervor that fueled a widespread 

settlement of the newly captured West Bank.  

While many Israeli Jews at the time may not have been religious, the Jewish 

character of Israel (influenced by these religious elements) is unmistakable, as Jewish 

holidays, Jewish symbols, Jewish laws and Jewish concepts became infused into the 

national identity of Israel.  

As Israeli identity began to incorporate Jewish historical, religious and cultural 

elements into its identity, this victimhood trend in Jewish identity also became a part of 

Israeli national identity. The concept of the Jew as a victim is deeply embedded in Jewish 

holidays, Jewish history and the Jewish psyche. Several major Jewish holidays are 

devoted to the themes of victimhood and loss. Fast days such as Tisha B’Av and the Fast 
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of the 17th of Tamuz73 serve as days of mourning for the loss of the First and Second 

Temples. Modern days of mourning include Yom Ha’Zikaron (commemorating Israeli 

soldiers), Yom Ha’Zikaron l’Yitzhak Rabin (commemorating the assassination of 

Yitzhak Rabin), and Yom Ha’Shoah (commemorating the Holocaust). The trend of 

victimhood also permeates positive religious holidays such as Purim, the joyous holiday 

celebrating the successful defeat of numerous would-be slaughterers,74,75 and Passover, 

the successful escape of Jews from hundreds of years of slavery under an Egyptian 

Pharaoh.  

Jewish historical accounts are filled with elements of loss and victimization, 

including: the fall of the first and second Temples, the loss of a Jewish homeland, exile, 

persecution, forced conversions, expulsions, pogroms, massacres, the Blood Libel, the 

Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition and the Holocaust. The Jews have been expelled at one 

point or another from almost every country they have ever resided in, and have lived 

under hostile and often brutal foreign rule both in Palestine (under the Babylonians, 

Assyrians, Greeks, Romans, Christians, Muslims and Turks) and in the Diaspora (under 

the Persians, Spanish, Germans, Italians, Russians, Turks, French, and English). 

                                                 
73 The 17th of Tamuz is another fast day commemorating the day the Romans breached the walls of the 2nd 
temple. The three weeks following the 17th of Tamuz serve as a general period of mourning, that ends on 
the 9th of Av (Hebrew, Tisha B’Av), the day on which the 2nd Temple was destroyed. Tisha B’Av mourns 
both the destruction of the first and the econd temples, and the subsequent exile of the Jewish people. For 
more on the history of these holidays see 
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/947558/jewish/What-are-the-Three-Weeks.htm.  
74 The Holiday of Purim surrounds the story of King Achashverosh’s verdict to massacre the Jews, and the 
subsequent verdict (after some convincing) that Jews be allowed to defend themselves. The celebration of 
the Jews defeat over those sent to kill them makes this holiday a prime example of the celebration of 
defensive aggression.  
75 It is interesting to note that the religious Jewish terrorist Baruch Goldstein read the story of Purim to his 
children the day before he opened fire on Muslim worshipers at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron in 
1994. Jerrold Post, Mind of the Terrorist: The Psychology of Terrorism from the IRA to al-Qaeda. 
(Palgrave MacMillan, New York, 2007) Pg. 162 
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According to Neil Caplan, the concept of the “‘Jew-as-victim’ is a recurring theme 

espoused and felt, in different ways and to different degrees perhaps, by the majority of 

Jews around the world, even when their objective successful situation may contradict 

negative self-perceptions.” 76  

The most recent and horrific display of anti-Semitism in Jewish history is the 

Holocaust. As a result, the Holocaust has had a disproportionately strong influence on 

Jewish and Israeli psyches. The horrors of the Holocaust were compounded by the fact 

that they originated in what was one of the most modern and advanced countries in the 

world at that time. Jewish assimilation into German and European societies went beyond 

physical participation in society to a psychological assimilation. Most German Jews saw 

themselves as German first and Jewish second. The intimate national identification of the 

Jews of Europe with their countries made the psychological shock of the Holocaust even 

more incomprehensible. The betrayal was brutal both physically and psychologically.  

Though an outsider might observe Israel’s military capabilities and overwhelming 

technological strength and scoff at notions of victimhood, the psychological insecurities 

of Israeli society are genuine. The fact is that Israel still suffers from “deep-rooted fears 

of imminent destruction.”77 This psychological fear is based on numerous Arab-Israeli 

wars, compounded by Palestinian terrorism, and reinforced by over 2,000 years of Jewish 

victimization.  

                                                 
76 Caplan, “Victimhood and Identity,” in Israeli and Palestinian Identities in History & Literature, Pg.  67 
77 ibid Pg. 70 
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As remarked by Kelman, “Although Israel has powerful military forces, far 

superior to those of its neighbors, its populations suffer from a pervasive sense of 

vulnerability. This sense of vulnerability is rooted in the Jewish historical experience, 

particularly the Holocaust: ‘a people that, within its recent memory, has come close to 

annihilation finds it easy to imagine that it may again be subjected to a similar threat.’”78 

These emotional and psychological scars have become significant components of 

Israeli and Jewish Diaspora societies. A study conducted in 1965 revealed that 65% of 

Israeli eleventh-graders (and 78% of their parents) felt certain or thought it conceivable, 

that “in the foreseeable future [anti-Semitism] was likely to endanger the existence of 

Jewish communities abroad.” Additionally, in a follow-up study conducted after the 1967 

war, 17% felt the Holocaust could recur in ‘all countries,’ 11% ‘in most countries,’ and 

56% ‘in some countries.” This shows that even in the elated atmosphere of post-1967 

Israel, most Israelis still held the belief that another Holocaust could happen again. 

According to the same survey, almost 60% agreed completely with the statement “Every 

Jew in the world should see himself as a survivor of the Holocaust.”79  

Secular and religious Israelis grow up with numerous examples of Jewish and 

Israeli victimization deeply ingrained in their psyche. In school, children learn about the 

Holocaust and the history of anti-Semitism. Museums are devoted to vividly recounting 

painful historic event, and national and religious holidays mourn the loss of soldiers and 

                                                 
78 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 594 
79 Caplan, “Victimhood and Identity,” in Israeli and Palestinian Identities in History & Literature, Pg. 70 
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great leaders. These forces, combined with Palestinian terrorism reinforce these 

conceptions of Jewish-Israeli victimhood.   

Palestinian terrorism has served as a powerful psychological reinforcement of 

these fears and insecurities. The seemingly indiscriminate and barbaric nature of suicide 

attacks have served to validate these fears of imminent destruction. The intermittent 

nature of these attacks heightens these fears, leaving Israelis in constant fear of the next 

rocket attack or suicide bombing. That Israelis are subject to such horrors in the state 

created to shield them magnifies Israeli paranoia. A suspicious person on a bus or in a 

mall could signal another attack, and could mean the end of your life. In addition, Israeli 

paranoia and hypersensitivity to attacks results in a profound sense of loss each time an 

individual (particularly civilians) is killed or wounded in a terrorist attack. The 

incomprehensibility of these attacks has made Israelis all the more fearful, reinforcing 

psychological insecurities, suspicions, and fears, and making empathy virtually 

impossible, as well as physically undesirable (from a survivalist standpoint).  

 

The Role of Israeli Leaders 

Leaders often consciously and unconsciously evoke and manipulate this victim 

identity in the political sphere. Pervasive mistrust is reinforced by hawkish leaders who 

use historical accounts of victimhood to rationalize the necessity of certain security 

measures, and references to this victim identity are used to solidify constituencies and 

unify Israeli society.  
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In 2005, Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon put these sentiments into words 

when he stated that the Jewish lesson of the Holocaust was that Jews could not trust 

anyone but themselves, as “during the most terrible, critical hour, those in power and the 

declared friends did not lift a finger” to help save the Jews of Europe. He further 

remarked, “The State of Israel has learned this lesson, and since its establishment it has 

done its utmost to defend itself and its citizens, and provide a safe haven for any Jew.”80 

This echoes the argument that Israel is the only place a Jew can be safe, and reinforces 

the necessity of its existence.  

This sentiment was even more powerfully evoked recently by Israeli Prime 

Minister Netanyahu in a speech at Bar Ilan University in which he remarked, “There are 

those who say that if the Holocaust had not occurred, the state of Israel would never have 

been established. But I say that if the state of Israel would have been established earlier, 

the Holocaust would not have occurred.”81 The basic crux of this argument is that the 

Holocaust was successful because almost every country refused to take in Jewish 

refugees fleeing Europe. Even the United States, which was both xenophobic and 

isolationist at the time, enforced strict quotas on Jewish immigration that forced Jews 

onto waiting lists of many years before their application would even be reviewed. There 

was even a quota against Jews fleeing to British Mandated Palestine. As a result, millions 

of Jews felt boxed in, with nowhere to turn, and no country willing to give them refuge. It 

                                                 
80 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Prime Minister Aril Sharon to the Israeli Knesset, Marking 
the Struggle against Anti-Semitism (Prime Minister’s Bureau, Jerusalem, January 26, 2005).” January 26, 
2005. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.28.09] 
81 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, in a Key Policy Speech 
at the Begin-Sadat Center (Bar Ilan University, Tel Aviv, Israel, June 14, 2009).” June 14, 2009 [Accessed 
via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
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is thus a widely held sentiment that had there been a country like Israel, a country willing 

to take in the millions of Jews attempting to flee Hitler, the Holocaust would not have 

happened. Netanyahu went on to declare, “This tragic history of powerlessness explains 

why the Jewish people need a sovereign power of self-defense.”82 

Such themes are not limited to the addresses of hawkish or conservative Prime 

Ministers.83 Even the more liberal Prime Ministers often refer to Israel’s history of 

hardships in their speeches. In a 2007 speech commemorating the assassination of 

Yitzhak Rabin, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert declared, “The 60 years of this State 

are filled with our painful afflictions that continue to weigh us down and shape our 

opinions day by day. The Jewish people, citizens of this State, tens of thousands of 

families live a constant agony that cannot be imagined, and memories and yearning over 

those lost. Never will we forget the pain and suffering with which we had to live, they 

will always be an inseparable part of our lives, and will always accompany the decision 

making process related to the effort to end the conflict.”84 

The pervasiveness of such references in the speeches of Israeli politicians serves 

to reinforce Israel’s victim identity. Indeed, even leaders seeking peace, even those 

willing to reach out to the other side, will solidify the righteousness of their cause by 

recounting Israeli or Jewish historical victimhood. Remarks such as “Israel is on the right 

                                                 
82 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.” (2009) 
83 Another well-known example, is the quote by Prime Minister Golda Meir addressing the Palestinians 
saying, “I can forgive you for killing my sons, but I cannot forgive you for forcing me to kill your sons.”  
Jewish Virtual Library, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Quote/meirq.html  
84 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Ehud Olmert, Israeli Prime Minister, in a speech to the Special 
Knesset Session Marking the 12th Anniversary of the Assassination of Yitzhak Rabin (The Israeli Knesset, 
Jerusalem, October 24, 2007).” October 24, 2007. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
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side,”85 Israel will “defend itself against those seeking to inflict harm upon it,”86 and 

declarations that “legitimate steps of self-defense which Israel takes in its war against 

Palestinian terrorist[s are illegitimately] presented by those who hate Israel as 

aggressive,”87 are common themes of Israeli political speeches.  

This pervasive victim identity, transmitted from generation to generation, is 

reinforced by political leaders and results in righteous victimhood, blind victimization, 

cognitive dissonance,88 delegitimization and dehumanization, and persistent paranoia and 

mistrust.  

 

PALESTINIAN VICTIMHOOD : NATIONAL NARRATIVE , KEY THEMES, AND 

DISSEMINATION  

“[The Palestinians] have yet to achieve self-determination, independence or 

statehood; they are only now painfully integrating their feeble parastate, which grew up 

in exile, into an administration with the limited powers the Israelis allowed them; they 

have an economy in shambles after three decades of occupation and several years of 

intifada; they control virtually no resources and have no real allies in the world. The 

                                                 
85 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni, in an address to the Knesset 
Plenum on the IDF Operations in the Gaza Strip (As released by the Foreign Minister’s Office, Jerusalem, 
December 29, 2008).” December 28, 2008. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.28.09] 
86 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni.” (2008) 
87 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Israeli Prime Minister Aril Sharon to the Israeli Knesset.” (2005) 
88 Israel’s withdrawal from Southern Lebanon in the summer of 2000 can be seen as a result of the 
cognitive dissonance created by the gap between their actions during the war, and their view of themselves 
as a moral and righteous nation. In the end, Israel withdrew from Southern Lebanon, not only to minimize 
its casualties, but also in order to protect that moral self image.  
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Palestinians, of course, do have one asset in spite of everything: a powerful sense of 

national identity, which we have seen they were able to develop and maintain in spite of 

extraordinary vicissitudes.”89 

The Palestinian narrative of victimhood spans a significantly shorter period, and is 

based more heavily on current events. This does not make it any less significant 

psychologically. While there may be fewer historical events of victimization, the 

victimhood experienced by the Palestinians is powerful in that many of the most 

traumatizing elements are still occurring. Palestinians are still subjected to daily 

checkpoints, harassment by Israeli soldiers, and the brutalities of constant Israeli 

occupation. This is even more pronounced in Gaza, which has been under Israeli siege 

on, and off since Hamas took control of the strip in 2007. In Gaza, restrictions on 

importing and exporting goods have resulted in exceptionally high unemployment and 

poverty rates. Individuals are impeded from leaving or entering the area to visit family 

and friends, and deliveries of hospital and school supplies are limited by the Israeli 

government, which controls the few crossings into the region. Frankly, the living 

conditions in the Palestinian areas are atrocious.  

This anger is also entrenched in a national historical narrative of victimhood. This 

narrative focuses ultimately on the Nakbah (“the Catastrophe”) of the 1948 War (known 

by Israelis as the “War of Independence”), during which, according to their narrative, 

millions of Palestinians driven out of their homes by Israeli troops, and forced to flee 

                                                 
89 Rashid Khalidi quoted in Nathan Brown, “Contesting National Identity in Palestinian Education,” in 
Robert I. Rotberg (ed), Israeli and Palestinian narratives of Conflict: History’s Double, Helix (Indiana 
University Press,  Indiana, 2006) Pg 226  
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from massacres and brutal battles between Israel and its Arab neighbors.90 The Israeli 

narrative of the war declares that the existence of Israeli massacres of Palestinians is 

based little on fact, and that most Palestinians fled because they were encouraged to do so 

by Arab leaders; The Palestinian narrative categorically denies both of these claims.   

This war gave birth to the Palestinian refugee crisis, which has become a central 

component of Palestinian national identity. According to Ahmad Sa’di, “Al-Nakba 

represents, among many other things, the loss of the homeland, the disintegration of 

society, the frustration of national aspirations, and the beginning of a hasty process of 

destruction of their culture.”91 Thus, the Nakbah has become a major focal point for 

Palestinian collective identity.  

As a result of the Nakbah, many Palestinians became refugees in Arab countries 

that did not want them. They were often treated like second-class citizens, relegated to 

refugee camps and rarely given a chance to assimilate into the host society. The 

experiences of Palestinians varied from country to country, but in general, their identity 

was as a refugee.  

Though most Palestinians living in Israel after 1948 were given Israeli citizenship, 

these Arab-Israelis still identify closely with their Palestinian brethren, and often feel like 

“second class citizens” in an Israeli society that was founded on Zionist ideals that 

fundamentally give preference to Jews. It has been argued that Arab-Israelis have 

                                                 
90 Note that while this is a fundamental aspect of the Palestinian narrative, its truth is heavily disputed by 
Israelis. Both sides declare to have irrefutable proof of their claims.  
91 Ahmad H. Sa’di, “Catastrophe, Memory and Identity: Al-Nakbah as a Component of Palestinian 
Identity.” Israel Studies. Vol. 7. No. 2. Pg.175 
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developed a unique dual identity combining Israeli and Palestinian national and cultural 

values, and that if Israel could make the Arab-Israelis feel more like equal participants in 

Israeli society, they would assimilate. Sa’di remarks, “The history of the Palestinian 

refugees under Arab governments and Israeli rule, as citizens under the military 

occupation in the West Bank and Gaza, has been one of constant harassment and 

oppression, and has aggravated the Palestinians’ sense of homelessness.”92 The concepts 

of exile, homelessness, and loss are central to Palestinian identity.  

The Nakbah is also associated with a de-Arabization of the country. During the 

Nakbah 418 villages were erased.93 Additionally, Palestinians who remained in Israel 

after it was established witnessed the symbolic cleansing of their past as Arabic names of 

streets, neighborhoods cities and regions were renamed with Zionist, Jewish or European 

names.94  

The Nakbah, refugee life, exile, foreign rule and occupation are main themes of 

the Palestinian narrative. Similar to the Israeli national narrative, though largely to a 

greater extent, the Palestinian narrative has been disseminated and transmitted through 

Palestinian educational and cultural institutions. Children learn about the history of 

Palestine and life before the Nakbah, both in school and from relatives. Additionally, 

numerous songs and poems unify Palestinian national identity by evoking emotions of 

helplessness, homelessness, and struggle for recognition. Mahmoud Darwish, one of the 

“fathers of Palestinian nationalism,” was a key figure in Palestinian society who wrote 

                                                 
92 Sa’di, “Catastrophe, Memory and Identity,” Israel Studies. Pg. 181 
93 ibid Pg. 181-184 
94 ibid Pg. 184 



 

 

56 

many such nationalist poems. In one such poem, he evokes these emotions (loss of a 

homeland, exile, helplessness) as follows:  

 

  My homeland is a suitcase. 

  And my suitcase is my homeland.  

  But… there is neither a terminal nor a wall… 

   

My homeland is a suitcase 

  I open it in the nights as a bed 

  And I sleep in it,  

  I make love with women in it 

  And bury in it my beloved ones 

  Accept it as a destiny 

  And die in it…95 

 

Poetic verses such as these have become the cornerstones of the Palestinian 

national psyche. These poems evoke powerful emotions, are a strong unifying force in 

Palestinian society, and are a key reinforcement of the Palestinian victimhood identity. 

While poetry provides a positive outlet for pain and suffering, they have also been used to 

                                                 
95 Poem by Mahmoud Darwish, “In Praise of the High Shadow [Madeah al-Del al-‘Aali]” (Jerusalem, 
1983). Translated by Ahmad H. Sa’di in “Catastrophe, Memory and Identity: Al-Nakba as a Component of 
Palestinian Identity.” Israel Studies, Vol. 7, No. 2. Pg 183 
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nurse the wounds of Palestinian suffering. This has strengthened feelings of self-

righteousness, and the need to fight and even die for the Palestinian cause.  

 

The Role of Palestinian Leaders 

 Palestinian leaders have also served an important role in the nursing of this 

Palestinian victimhood and righteous anger. Similar to Israeli leaders, Palestinian leaders 

often remind their constituents and the world of their suffering. References to Palestinian 

“hardship, suffering and insecurity,”96 “recurrent Israeli military incursions,”97 the 

“hundreds of thousands of martyrs and injured and detainees”98 and the Israeli occupation 

are common themes in such political speeches.  

 In a speech in 2006, Khaled Mashaal, political leader of Hamas, argued the 

necessity of “resilience against the strongest attack of the Zionist entity” declaring, “'I 

resist, therefore I am.'”99 This argument resonates strongly, and stems directly from the 

Palestinian victimhood identity. It is this internalization of Palestinian victimhood that is 

seen as justifying and even necessitating resistance against the enemy. In the 14th Arab 

                                                 
96 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayyad at the National Press 
Club; Subject: U.S.-Palestinian Relations; Location: National press Building, Washington, D.C.” February 
11, 2008. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
97 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayyad.” (2008) 
98 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Newly Elected Palestinian Prime Minister Abu Mazen to the 
Palestinian Legislative Council; Location: West Bank, Ramallah.” April 29, 2003. Translated from Arabic 
to English.[Accessed via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
99 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Khaled Mashaal, Political Leader of Hamas, at a Press Conference 
in Damascus, Discussing the Palestinian Resistance and a Proposed Prisoner Exchange between IDF 
Soldier Gilad Shalit and Palestinian Prisoners in Israeli Jails (Al Arabiya TV, 13:25 (GMT+3) July 10, 
2006).” July 10, 2006. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
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summit, Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia argued, “The way to the liberation of 

[Palestinian] land and soil is either through steadfastness and struggle, or a just and 

comprehensive peace… We [the Arabs and Palestinians] believe in taking up arms in 

self-defense and to deter aggression.”100 Mahmoud Abbas (aka Abu Mazen) emphasized, 

“The source of our suffering and the origin of the constant pain in our lives are the 

occupation and its hated oppressing practices.” 101 

The logical conclusion is that one must resist Israeli occupation practices, and that 

such resistance is both necessary and legitimate. As stated by Palestinian Prime Minister 

Ismail Haniyeh, “We will not be silent about this embargo and this international apathy 

towards the suffering of the Palestinian people.”102 This concept was further echoed by 

Hamas leader Mashaal. In response to the proposed IDF/Palestinian prisoner exchange, 

he declared, “the legitimacy of the resistance and the acknowledged Palestinian rights are 

things our enemy will never have…No one can take away from the value of the 

resistance movement in Palestine.”103 The language used delineates an exclusive 

legitimacy, arguing that only the Palestinian cause is righteous and legitimate.  

 

                                                 
100 Speech by HRH Prince Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud Crown Prince, Deputy Prime Minister, and 
Commander of the National Guard of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia before the Fourteenth Arab Summit in 
Beirut, Lebanon March 27-28, 2002. 2002 Press Release.  Posted 03/27/2002. [Accessed via 
http://israelipalestinian.procon.org/sourcefiles/ispaldoc2002a.pdf 08.26.09] 
101 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Newly Elected Palestinian Prime Minister Abu Mazen.” (2003) 
102 Federal News Service, “Press Conference by Ismail Haniyeh, Palestinian Prime Minister, Discussing 
Foreign Arab and Islamic Support for the Palestinian Cause (Al Jazeera TV, 11:23 (GMT+2) December 13, 
2006).” December 13, 2006. Translated from Arabic. [Accessed via LexisNexis 08.26.09] 
103 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Khaled Mashaal, Political Leader of Hamas.” (2006) 
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ISRAELI AND PALESTINIAN CONCEPTIONS OF VICTIMHOOD  

For both Israelis and Palestinians, victim identity is deeply entrenched in their 

national identities. While many similarities between these two narratives of victimhood 

exist, it is important to note the differences as well.  

For Israelis, victimhood is a concept deeply entrenched in their historical and 

national narrative, going back through the Jewish historical narrative over 2,000 years. 

Anti-Semitism, culminating in terrible pogroms, massacres and the Holocaust serve to 

exacerbate deeply imbedded wounds in the Jewish and Israeli psyches. These wounds are 

so deep that even during periods of prosperity and calm the nation has had difficulty 

dealing with these traumas.104 Although the majority of these chosen traumas are in the 

past, they are reinforced daily in the psyche of the nation by suicide bombings, terrorist 

attacks, and wars with neighbors.  

In spite of these fears, Israelis have, by in large, refused to show that these 

terrorist attacks noticeably affect their daily lives. Even during the intifada, Israelis 

continued to work, go to the mall and see movies. They continued to take public 

transportation and frequented public coffee shops, synagogues, and shopping districts.  

The intifada and Israel’s previous wars have nonetheless significantly scarred 

Israel psychologically. While it would appear to outsiders that the refusal of everyday 

Israelis to alter their daily lives shows remarkable resilience, this resilience only serves to 

                                                 
104 Institutionalized holidays and days of mourning provide a set time for mourning which can help the 
healing process.  
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mask the deep seated fear, paranoia and mistrust created by these events. The intifada and 

Israel’s previous wars reinforce Israel’s already deeply ingrained victim identity, 

resulting in the creation of a hyperactive security-conscious society. 

This show of strength on the one hand, and hypersensitivity to security on the 

other, confounds Palestinians and those who support them. From the outside, Israel 

appears to be a strong nation- impenetrable, massive and even oppressive. Palestinians do 

not understand how Israelis can see themselves as weak and small, even compared to the 

vast armies of their neighbors, when they have defeated these combined armies in battle 

on several occasions. Israel is seen as a strong, prosperous, and influential country with 

substantial economic and military might. That such a country could be afraid of the 

Palestinians, or even the low-tech armies of their neighbors, is seen as preposterous. As a 

result, the concept of Israeli victimhood is often belittled as a political ploy, or at the 

least, a thing of the past. 

Palestinian victim identity is as much a product of their current lack of freedom as 

it is of any particular chosen trauma. For Palestinians, the overwhelming frustration of 

day-to-day life is often unbearable. Palestinians feel that they have little control over their 

daily lives. Although the Palestinians have their own governmental authority,105 Israel 

                                                 
105 The recent split between Hamas and Fatah, after Hama’s election to power in the 2006 elections, has 
resulted in the creation of two separate Palestinian authorities, though Hamas is currently not viewed 
internationally as a legitimate authority.  
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still exercises effective control106 over the territories. Israel controls the border of the 

Gaza Strip, deciding which foods, products, and people can enter or leave the area. 

Additionally, Israel controls the ports and airspace. It was only recently that 

coffee and tea were even allowed into Gaza under the Israeli blockade. In the West Bank 

Israel’s control is more substantial, exercised via checkpoints and blockades. Israeli 

troupes can raid a village or a home without warning, and exercise strict control over who 

can leave or enter the West Bank or Gaza strip. Visas are required for Palestinians who 

wish to leave one territory to travel to another, for those wishing to enter Israel, and for 

those wishing to travel to another country (as Israel controls the airports and the airways). 

These visas are difficult to obtain (Israel reserves the right to refuse anyone a visa). Thus, 

Israeli soldiers determine whether Palestinians can get certain foods, whether or not they 

can go visit friends or family, and whether or not they can even leave the country.107 Just 

as Palestinian terrorism has reinforced Israel’s chosen traumas, current feelings of 

oppression under the intifada have served to reinforce Palestinian chosen traumas 

(including the Nakbah, the Massacre of Dier Yassin, and the “massacre” of Jenin). 

The differences in Israeli and Palestinian victimhood identities have resulted in 

radically different bodies of scholarship. Building on the extensive history of anti-

Semitism and the recent horror of the Holocaust, Israeli and Jewish victim identities have 

been the subject of large amounts of scholarship. Palestinian victimhood is often 

                                                 
106 While Israelis do not control individual Palestinians, and have no real control over their media or 
educational systems, they do control their economy (imports and exports), airspace, borders, and all travel 
in and out of the territories (as well as between villages in the West Bank).  
107 It is interesting to note that most Israelis do not realize or acknowledge the extent to which Israel 
controls Palestinian day-to-day life and often refuse to use the term “occupied territories.”  
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portrayed in poems or novels recounting life in exile. However, few works have been 

devoted to the study of Palestinian victim identity. One reason might be that this identity 

may be too raw, or too current, for many to discuss in such a detached academic manner. 

Those who feel passionately about Palestinian victimhood have turned to advocacy, 

focusing on ending the Israeli occupation and bringing about Palestinian statehood. Those 

who remain in academia appear more focused on enlightening the world to Israeli 

injustices against Palestinian than analyzing Palestinian psychology. Interestingly, the 

majority of accessible work discussing Palestinian social psychology is focused on the 

psychology of Palestinian extremist religious and terrorist groups. It is here that the 

concept of an entrenched Palestinian victim identity can be found - in the study of the 

deep psychological motivations for terrorism against Israel. This victim identity is not 

limited to the Palestinian extremists. It is instead an ingrained element in Palestinian 

society. Recent scholarship has focused on just the extremist response, looking at 

psychological justifications for radical terrorist actions such as suicide bombings. This is 

likely the result of the general increase in interest and attention to scholarship on 

terrorism and radical extremism in the post 9/11 world.  

 

NEGATIVE IDENTITY  

 It is true that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict relies heavily upon the concept of 

national legitimacy. Israeli and Palestinian national narratives seek to emphasize trends 

that strengthen such legitimacy, and de-emphasize those that do not. For both Israelis and 
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Palestinians negative identity is a key factor in how they view their victimhood. Both 

sides view the other as the primary source of their negative identity. Neither side wants to 

be seen as weak or oppressive.  

 For Palestinians “their own weakness and vulnerability is directly related to 

Israel’s power… Israeli statehood and military power, the strength of its institutions and 

its economy and its achievements in various domains, underlie for Palestinians their own 

impotence, statelessness and inability to shape events.”108 This is compounded by the 

checkpoints, which reinforce this concept of helplessness. Israel’s military presence is a 

constant reminder to Palestinians of their weakness, of their inability to control their own 

lives, or protect their own people. This weakness is seen as repulsive, and as a result, it 

fuels intense anger and resentment against Israel. Palestinians do not want to be seen as 

weak and vulnerable. They do not want to be seen as impotent and helpless. They do not 

want others to see themselves this way and they do not want this to be their image of 

themselves. They want to be able to control their lives, protect their families and show 

the world that they are a strong and unique nation.  

 Though the concept of resistance appeals to Palestinians who seek dignity and 

strength in the face of weakness, most Palestinians do not want to be seen as overly 

violent and unjust.109 This concept is also at odds with Palestinian self-image. The 

                                                 
108 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 594 
109 Many Palestinians see violence as a means to an end rather than an end in and of itself. Therefore, to be 
seen as inherently violent, and thus barbaric, is not their goal. Those who want to be seen as violent, usually 
desire this only insofar as it portrays their strength as well as the desperation and importance of their cause. 
It is important to distinguish between political violence and religious extremist violence. This distinction 
exists in terrorist violence as well. For a more detailed analysis of the different motivations behind terrorist 
violence see Jerrold Post’s “Mind of the Terrorist.” 
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concept of Palestinians as “violence-prone, uncivilized fanatics and terrorists who target 

children and other innocent civilians”110 is just as repulsive as the image of Palestinians 

as weak and impotent. The violence of the resistance that has helped strengthen 

Palestinian resolve and reinvigorate Palestinian dignity has backfired. Images of Israelis 

killed by suicide bombs flood the newspapers and portray Palestinians as violent fanatics. 

Thus, Israel reminds Palestinians of their international image as violent terrorists and 

fanatics as well as of their weakness and helplessness.  

 For Israelis, “Palestinians have, over the decades served as constant reminders to 

Israelis of their lack of acceptance and legitimacy in the region and hence of their 

continuing vulnerability… Terrorist attacks are perhaps the most concrete reminder to 

Israelis of their historic vulnerability.”111 Thus, Palestinians remind Israelis of their 

precarious situation and reinforce their deepest existentialist fears for their own survival. 

Additionally, Israeli over-retaliation in response to Palestinian terrorism, “demonstrate 

the limits of Israel’s ability to protect the physical safety of its people.”112 Thus, the 

Palestinians serve as a constant reminder of Israeli weakness and vulnerability.  

 Like the Palestinians, the Israelis find this weakness repulsive. In response to this 

weakness, Israelis have created a macho culture, in which strength is rewarded over 

weakness. The result, however, is a society that hides its insecurities behind a wall of 

strength, unable to analyze effectively whether that strength is truly necessary. Israeli 

insecurity leads to over-retaliation in response to terrorist attacks, hoping that a show of 

                                                 
110 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues. Pg. 595 
111 Ibid Pg. 494 
112 ibid Pg. 594 
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brutal strength will deter terrorists from future hostile action. The result instead is the 

negative identity image of Israelis as violent and unjust: as “occupiers, oppressors, and 

racists who are responsible for expulsions, bombings, massacres, torture, cover-ups, and 

undemocratic practices.”113 This is drastically at odds with Israel’s self-image, and is one 

that Israelis would like to ignore. This increases Israeli animosity towards the 

Palestinians, as they serve as constant reminders of this image, forcing Israelis to doubt 

their own righteousness.  

 Thus, both sides serve as constant reminders of each other’s negative identities, 

underscoring their weaknesses and vulnerabilities, as well as their brutalities and 

unjustness. “In both cases these images are inconsistent with the parties’ self-images and 

the images they wish to project. They see and present themselves as the victims, not the 

victimizers; as decent and civilized people; as resorting to violence only when deprived 

of all other options. They blame the other for forcing them into the role of aggressor and 

deeply resent being relegated to the pariah status of oppressor or terrorist… The other 

serves as a constant reminder of the fact that, whether they do so reluctantly or not, they 

are engaged in actions that cast doubt on their decent and peaceful self images.”114 This 

resentment only fuels the conflict by inflaming existing animosities, and encourages 

mistrust and misperception of the other. It also reinforces the need for both sides to 

justify their position, both to themselves and to the rest of the world, at the expense of the 

other. Silencing the negative images created by the other side thus becomes a high 

                                                 
113 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues. Pg. 595 
114 Ibid Pg. 595 
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priority. The result is an intensification of the conflict through the reinforcement of the 

conflict as an inherently ideological zero-sum battle. 

 In the end, however, though each side claims the status of the victim and denies 

that of the victimizer, both identities are seen as inherently negative. “Each group would 

rather see itself as neither the other’s weak and vulnerable victim, nor the other’s cruel 

oppressor or assailant.”115 If one side has to be chosen, the status of the victim is much 

preferred to that of the victimizer. This image, when touted, is often espoused to gain 

international support and legitimacy. For the parties involved in the conflict, with regards 

to their self-image, they categorically reject both their identity as a victim and as a 

victimizer. Their victimhood, however, is entrenched in their identity, serving as an 

undercurrent that influences their thoughts, emotions and actions. It is an “ego-alien” 

portion of their identity that they embrace in order to gain international support, though it 

is simultaneously suppressed domestically.  

 

FROM VICTIM TO VICTIMIZER – A STRATEGY BACKFIRES  

Although Israelis and Palestinians blame each other for the aggressive actions 

they take, part of the problem may lie in the psychological desire of these two nations to 

distance themselves from the negative image of the “weak victims.” As a result, Israelis 

and Palestinians have often embraced the “need for retaliation” as an opportunity to show 

strength, and to regain a certain amount of personal dignity. Aggressive actions are seen 

                                                 
115 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues. Pg. 595  
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by the host parties as defensive, even when they are strategic and pre-emptive. This 

strategic aggression can deteriorate into a macho muscle flexing exercise in which both 

sides try to show the other that they can dominate them, outmaneuver them, and 

ultimately win.  

The Israeli occupation of the Palestinian territories (including the Gaza strip, 

which Israel effectively controls through airtight embargos and strict control of the 

borders) and the numerous checkpoints and military raids are the main forms of Israeli 

aggression against the Palestinians. Hundreds of checkpoints have been set up throughout 

the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. While evidence exists that checkpoints can indeed 

succeed in providing Israel with some of the security they desire, the number of 

checkpoints currently in existence is excessive. For many Palestinians, these checkpoints 

are seen as an attempt at collective punishment—an attempt to intimidate Palestinians 

into ceasing their struggle against Israel—rather than as a necessary security measure. 

The argument for the latter strategy has been that the checkpoints can serve as a 

means of collective punishment for their support of terrorism against Israel. The logic is 

that if the Palestinians were to stop supporting terrorism, the checkpoints could easily be 

removed and Palestinians would be allowed to continue living their lives uninhibited. 

Thus, the sheer volume of checkpoints is actually meant to be overwhelming, and it is 

meant to infringe on Palestinian daily life. The justification is that Palestinians will get 

frustrated at the checkpoints, but blame the terrorists for them rather than the Israelis. 

This logic has drastically backfired. Palestinians have blamed, and continue to blame, 

Israel for the checkpoints, and refuse to cower before Israeli coercion. Similar faulty 
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logic has been used to justify the embargos against the Gaza Strip. The hope is that 

embargos against Hamas would make life in Gaza so unbearable that the Gazans would 

stop supporting Hamas so that Israel would allow goods and services back into the area. 

The result however, has only been increased animosity and hatred of Israel for their 

inhumanity and increased support for the group currently standing up to Israeli 

oppression: Hamas.  

Thus, Israel became a victimizer. The victim of years of Arab aggression and 

Palestinian suicide bombings finds itself in control of an increasingly hostile Palestinian 

people. Israeli attempts to coerce Palestinian submission have resulted in oppressive 

actions that have caused widespread criticism, both from the outside and from within. 

Numerous Israeli organizations monitor and speak out against Israeli aggressive actions 

against the Palestinians.116  

For the Palestinians, desires for revenge and for control of their own destiny have 

lead to the support of terrorism, the worst kind of guerilla warfare. Palestinian terrorism 

has targeted civilians and combatants without discrimination, in an effort to scar Israel 

psychologically. The most effective tool has been the use of suicide bombings. Suicide 

bombers serve as self-guided “smart” bombs that can infiltrate crowded areas and 

produce maximum casualties. The terror inspired by these suicide bombers is immense.   

                                                 
116 One such organization, Checkpoint Monitors, is comprised of Israeli citizens who monitor checkpoints 
to make sure there is no abuse by Israeli soldiers against Palestinians. They provide support to those who 
have been abused and help them prosecute their abusers. 
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For many Palestinians, terrorism is seen as the only form of retaliation capable of 

equalizing the power imbalance between the two nations. Israel is seen as too strong to 

fight conventionally. Terrorism is used as a power equalizer, giving Palestinians 

psychological power to combat Israel’s physical military power. Several arguments have 

been used to justify terrorism as a strategy against Israel. One argument justifies the 

killing of innocent civilians by arguing that no Israeli is a civilian due to the state’s 

compulsory army duty. All children will one day grow up and join the army, and all 

adults are most likely still part of the Israeli reserve. Through this logic, all Israelis are 

combatants and thus are legitimate targets of violence. Another argument is that 

terrorism, because of its horrific and brutal nature, can be used as a means of coercion. 

Through terrorism, Palestinians could coerce the Israeli government to leave them alone, 

to end the occupation and to grant them a state. The logic behind this argument is similar 

to Israel’s logic for the checkpoints. Many Palestinian proponents of terrorism believe 

that they can make life so terrible for Israelis through terrorism that Israel will eventually 

give into Palestinian demands in order to end these acts. The logic here has also 

backfired. Israelis, like the Palestinians, are too proud and stubborn to give into such 

coercion. Consequently, terrorism has elicited harsher and more brutal responses by the 

Israelis.  

The faulty assumption that terrorism is the best strategy for gaining the 

Palestinians a state is based on the argument that Israel is a strong imperialist power, 

seeking to control as much of the region as possible. As they are too strong to fight 

conventionally, psychological warfare has been seen as a possible alternative, as it can 
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break through Israel’s military might. Palestinian proponents of terrorism have often 

failed to recognize Israel’s military might for what it is: macho posturing intended to hide 

an intense sense of insecurity. This insecurity has only been reinforced by terrorism, 

causing an increased sense of righteous vigilance on the part of Israel. This logical flaw 

accounts for the failure of terrorism as a means of influencing Israeli policy. Thus, while 

terrorism has certainly given Palestinians a strategic edge in their war against Israel, it 

has in general failed in its ultimate goal of coercing Israel to change its oppressive and 

restrictive policies.117 

It is possible, however, that some groups or individuals have taken Israeli 

insecurities into account and have used terrorism as a means of reinforcing these fears 

hoping that Israel could psychologically be pushed towards a breaking point, weakening 

them to the point of submission.  

By using terrorism as a strategic weapon, Palestinians became a victimizer. 

Attempts to regain dignity, and fight Israeli oppression, have resulted in the overly 

aggressive actions of terrorism. The Palestinian transition from victim to victimizer is 

very similar to the Israeli transition. Both sought to overcome their victim identity by 

showing strength and resisting the other. The result, however, was a cycle of aggression 

that spiraled out of control with both sides exerting more and more pressure on the other, 

hoping to overpower them and force them into submission.  

                                                 
117 Instances of successful terrorism in this regard were often the result of Israeli self- reflection, and the 
subsequent realization that Israeli oppression of Palestinians fueled Palestinian terrorism. In general, 
however, terrorism, particularly suicide bombings, have only served to reinforce Israel’s belief in its need 
for security, resulting in an increase in the number of checkpoints and blockades. These blockades are often 
used as a form of punishment, to encourage the other side not to take that action again.   
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It is important to note, however that this transition from victim to victimizer does 

not negate the victim identity that is so strong within these two nations. As evident in the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, both nations are simultaneously victims as well as victimizers. 

They are both victims of the other’s aggressions (present and past) and victimizers of the 

other.  

 

RIGHTEOUS VICTIMHOOD  

 Both Israelis and Palestinians use their victim identity to justify their 

victimization of the other. Their past traumas are used to justify their aggressive actions, 

creating a moral shield to hide behind. The anger each side feels towards the other at their 

actions has been nursed by politicians and strengthened by the ongoing conflict. This 

anger is seen as the right of the victim.  

 Both sides have a right to be angry with the other, as both have been victimized 

by the other. Both parties’ desire revenge and both sides see their cause as ultimately 

righteous. Israelis point to Palestinian terrorism and a history of Arab-Israeli wars to 

justify their righteousness, while Palestinians point to the Israeli occupation, checkpoints, 

embargos and raids.  

 There is ample evidence for both sides to prove to themselves that they are the 

victim and that their cause is the righteous one. These events are chronicled by each side 

as they make the claim against the other in the international arena.  
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 Thus, righteous victimhood becomes more than an internalized psychological 

element; it becomes a tool for convincing the world of the justness of their cause, 

garnering support from other countries in their war against the other. Israelis have been 

relatively successful at selling their account of victimhood and Palestinian aggression to 

the United States. A very strong partnership has formed between Israel and the U.S., 

yielding substantial military and economic aid to Israel, as well as political and 

diplomatic support. The Palestinians have been most successful at selling their claim of 

victimhood throughout the Arab world, and are relatively successful in Europe as well. 

Still the two nations battle for international support.  

 Victim identity is a coveted status when trying to garner international support and 

sympathy in a conflict, and it can be just as crucial as military power. The result has been 

a heated propaganda battle between the two nations in which the conflict is painted as a 

zero-sum battle between good and evil, with both sides attempting to portray themselves 

as the former and their opponents as the latter.  

 

LEGITIMIZATION AND DELEGITIMIZATION  

 This battle for international support has resulted in systematic attempts to 

delegitimize the other. Both Israelis and Palestinians expend an enormous amount of 

energy delegitimizing the other internationally.  
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Israelis often paint Palestinians as terrorist supporters out to destroy the 

democratic State of Israel. The Palestinian government is denounced either as corrupt or 

as religiously fanatical, and the people are denounced as brainwashed and filled with 

hatred. Israelis point to Palestinian textbooks, TV shows, and sermons that preach 

violence to show how barbaric Palestinian society is. Additionally, Israeli officials often 

reference Palestinian violations of signed agreements and ceasefires, and numerous 

refusals to sign a peace agreement, as proof that the Palestinians do not want peace.  

Palestinians often paint Israelis as brutal western imperial occupiers out to destroy 

the native Palestinians. Israel’s refusal to give up the occupied territories is seen as proof 

of their imperialist nature. References to Israeli soldiers harassing Palestinians at 

checkpoints, and the jailing and torturing of Palestinians without pretext are common. 

Palestinians also point to the numerous Israeli violations of ceasefires and signed 

agreements (including the Geneva Accords), as well as instances in which Israel refused 

to sign Palestinian peace proposals, as indication that Israel does not want peace.  

 

PARANOID M ISTRUST 

“We would be wrong to dismiss this Jewish hyper-vigilance and suspiciousness as 

mere fantasy. As one psychoanalyst has remarked, these characteristics are ‘a response 

to a cruel reality.’ …The Holocaust… fortified the haunted outlook and suspicious 

alertness of the Jewish people for generations to come. Mistrust of non-Jews was 
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inevitable. … If Jews sound paranoid at times, then it is because all too frequently in 

their past their worst suspicions turned out to be realities rather than dreams.’”118 

 Israeli and Palestinian victim identities have resulted in pervasive paranoid 

mistrust. Their aggressive behavior, combined with systematic delegitimization and their 

stubborn refusal to acknowledge their victimization of the other has fueled a sense of 

pervasive mistrust. As a result, both Israelis and Palestinians fundamentally believe the 

other is out to destroy them. Unfortunately, both sides have ample evidence to justify this 

fear.  

 Israelis often point to the Palestinian National Covenant and the Hamas Charter, 

which call for the “liquidation of Israel.” While the Palestinian National Covenant has 

been changed, the Hamas charter clearly argues that Israel does not have a right to exist.  

However, as argued by Kelman, “[Palestinians] look at the Covenant, in its 

entirety, as a document that sets out the basis of their struggle, starting with the injustice 

done to the Palestinian people by the establishment of Israel. They see it as a statement of 

principles rather than a specific program of action.”119 The entrenched victim identities of 

these two nations reinforce these pervasive fears, reinforcing negative images and 

stereotypes of the other. This increases the divide between the two nations, hampering 

any significant understanding of the other. The inability of the Palestinians and Israelis to 

                                                 
118 Caplan, “Victimhood and Identity,” in Israeli & Palestinian Identities in History and Literature, Pg. 67 
119 Herbert C. Kelman, “Creating the Conditions for Israeli-Palestinian Negotiations.” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol. 26. No. 1. (March 1982) Pg. 41 
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understand the other side, how they think and why they react the way they do has been a 

major factor inhibiting conflict resolution. 

 

BLIND VICTIMIZATION OF OTHERS – A DEFENSIVE STALEMATE  

 The Israelis and Palestinians are so wrapped up in their own victim identities, that 

they are blind to their victimization of the other. Many refuse to acknowledge that they 

are victimizers; their aggressive actions are instead justified as self-defense. When their 

victimization of the other is acknowledged, it is again justified as a necessary action of 

self-defense in this zero-sum conflict. The righteousness of their victimhood provides a 

moral shield behind which they hide.  

 Israelis have recently begun to acknowledge the occupation and the harm it is 

causing the Palestinians, but that has not resulted in many changes on the ground. Israelis 

have instead expressed sorrow, while justifying the necessities of the occupation and 

Israeli aggression as necessary for Israeli security. Additionally, Israelis often blame the 

Palestinians for Israeli aggression, claiming that if Palestinian terrorism would stop so to 

would the Israeli occupation. Thus, the occupation is argued by Israelis to be the fault of 

the Palestinians, not the fault of the Israelis. While Israelis have begun to acknowledge 

that they are victimizing the Palestinians, they either justify it as necessary, or refuse to 

claim responsibility for this status.  
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 Palestinians who speak out against terrorism and acknowledge the effects upon 

Israeli society still justify the rationale behind the terrorism, pointing to the lack of 

another outlet for addressing their grievances. Many Palestinians likewise blame Israel 

for Palestinian terrorism, claiming that if Israel had ended the occupation and not tried to 

force Palestinian compliance, Palestinians would not have had to resort to terrorism to 

fight them.  

 Both of these arguments are entirely self-serving. It is extremely difficult for a 

nation with a strong victim identity to acknowledge they are also a victimizer. The 

cognitive dissonance created by the negative identity interdependence of Israeli and 

Palestinian identities requires the two nations to justify their aggressive actions. This is 

even truer in zero-sum conflicts where any concession is seen as a gain for the other side. 

Thus, many Israelis and Palestinians feel that an acknowledgement of their victimization 

of the other delegitimizes their claim to victimhood and thus harms their cause. This 

reinforces the need to justify aggressive behavior. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 The result is a pervasive victim identity that is both psychological and political in 

nature. It is both suppressed and nursed. The status of the victim is almost sacred 

internationally, thus it fueled a political battle between Israelis and Palestinians as they 

fight for diplomatic, military and monetary support. It simultaneously serves as both a 

mechanism for validation and a negative identity component, reminding both sides of 
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their weaknesses and vulnerabilities. It is used by politicians of both nationalities to unite 

their populations and to justify various policies. It compounds existing issues of mistrust 

and reinforces existing stereotypes and misperceptions of the other. Victim identity is a 

pervasive force in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is a deeply imbedded underlying 

issue that effects perceptions and policies. It thus poses a significant challenge to attempts 

at Israeli-Palestinian long-term conflict resolution. For sustainable peace between Israelis 

and Palestinians to be achieved, this issue must be addressed.  

While most top-level conflict resolution attempts have focused on political 

solutions, several mid-level NGOs and low-level grassroots organizations have attempted 

to seriously address these psychological issues by bringing Israelis and Palestinians face 

to face. An assessment and analysis of these attempts is provided in the next chapter, 

through the analysis of four interviews with practitioners of Arab-Israeli and Israeli-

Palestinian conflict resolution. The interviewees are professional and academic elites that 

have worked hard to overcome their own biases and prejudices for the sake of peace. 

These interviews are thus not representative of their respective populations. The insights 

of these practitioners, however, prove invaluable for those interested in seriously 

addressing the underlying psychological issues of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
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*  *  * 

CHAPTER IV: ADDRESSING THE ISSUE: GRASSROOTS PERSON TO 

PERSON CONFLICT RESOLUTION 

(A CASE STUDIES ANALYSIS) 

 

ADDRESSING COMPETING VICTIM PSYCHOLOGIES  

 In general, diplomatic attempts to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have 

focused on the tangible “final status” issues such as borders, Jerusalem, refugees, water 

rights and settlements. In recent decades, however, there has been some 

acknowledgement of the need to address the deeper psychological issues such as the 

pervasive deep-seated mistrust. However, attempts to deal with this issue have often 

revolved around solving the tangible issues, or on taking concrete steps - the theory has 

been that both sides should take concrete, positive steps towards resolving the conflict 

and that this would lay the groundwork for the building of mutual trust. Indeed this was 

the philosophy behind the signing of the Declaration of Principles and of the Oslo 

Accords.  

 Diplomatic negotiations in general, however, have ignored or, at best, only 

superficially addressed, the pervasive psychological issues of the conflict. Though it has 

been recognized at the highest levels that something must be done about these 

psychological issues, there has been little headway on what this something should be.  
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 There is, however, one channel that for decades has been actively addressing the 

psychological components of the conflict, including the underlying issue of competing 

victim psychologies, righteous victimhood, paranoia, mistrust and delegitimization. This 

channel is the grassroots person-to-person organization. Person-to-person organizations 

bring together Israelis and Palestinians in neutral, safe and equal environments in order to 

re-humanize the other by breaking down stereotypes and building trust on the individual 

level. These organizations, which host dialogue sessions, retreats, events and workshops, 

seek to use the psychological power of one-on-one contact to change the way Israelis and 

Palestinians view one another.  

 It is important to note that contact itself does not preclude or reduce violence per 

se. Many Israelis and Palestinians have had contact with people from the other side. This 

contact however has most often been antagonistic rather than friendly. It is true that “the 

average Palestinian meets only Israeli soldiers, bureaucrats, and settlers, and the average 

Israeli meets only Palestinian day laborers who come across the border”120 or at the 

checkpoints. This negative interaction merely exacerbates conflict, and increases 

stereotypes, distrust and hostility.121 For person-to-persons interactions to succeed in 

promoting mutual trust and understanding, they must meet on equal ground, the antithesis 

of the everyday meetings of Israelis and Palestinians at checkpoints. Such meetings must 

take place in a relatively neutral and safe environment in which individuals from both 

sides feel free to express their opinions openly without fear of retribution.   

                                                 
120 Kelman, “Reflections on Social and Psychological Process,” In The Psychology of Legitimacy, Pg. 584 
121 ibid Pg. 582 
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There are several types of person-to-person organizations. Some deal directly 

with the conflict through problem solving and conflict resolution workshops. Others seek 

to establish common ground between Israelis and Palestinians through joint education 

programs, summer camps, or retreats and are not necessarily directly focused on the 

conflict. In general, these person-to-person and dialogue groups span the gamut from 

formal problem-solving sessions and informal get-togethers, to summer camps and 

retreats.  

Person-to-person conflict resolution workshops promote interaction based on 

equality, allowing people to speak and listen freely and to “seek solutions in a non-

adversarial, problem solving framework.” Individuals are encouraged to “explore each 

other’s perspective” and to “gain an understanding of both side’s concerns, needs fears, 

priorities, and constraints.”122 This type of contact is designed to pursue “common 

goals”,123 creating a foundation for Israelis and Palestinians to work together. These 

workshops can range from 10-300 participants, and can last for an hour, a weekend, or 

run over the course of several years. Some are focused on problem solving, coming up 

with new ideas and solutions that can meet the psychological and physical needs of both 

parties, while others are focused on conflict resolution through the process of re-

humanization.  

Informal person-to-person programs range from summer programs and retreats, to 

educational programs and dialogue groups. Several of these groups seek to bring together 

                                                 
122 Kelman, “The Interdependence of Israeli & Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg. 596 
123 Kelman, “Reflections on Social and Psychological Process,” In The Psychology of Legitimacy, Pg. 582-
583 
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Israeli and Palestinian youth in particular. One well-known organization is Seeds of 

Peace, a summer camp that brings together Israeli and Palestinian children. This camp 

does not focus directly on conflict resolution. Rather, it seeks to provide a safe and equal 

environment for Israeli and Palestinian children to learn about each other and develop 

friendships that are not based on the political-psychological restrictions of their societies. 

Another organization, Peace Child Israel, fosters co-existence among Israeli and Arab 

youth to create, produce, and perform original theatrical productions in Arabic and 

Hebrew with the aim of “highlight[ing] the need for tolerance and mutual respect among 

Jewish and Arab teenagers.”124 These programs are not limited to the youth sectors. Other 

programs focus on bringing Israeli and Palestinian or Israeli/Jewish and Arab adults 

together for retreats, seminars and dialogue sessions. One example is the Jewish-

Palestinian Living Room Dialogue Group, which, just as it sounds, brings together 

Israelis and Palestinians, and Israelis/Jews and Arabs, together in a safe and informal 

environment for dialogue, and has taught others throughout the world how to do so as 

well.  

One of the ultimate goals of person-to-person grassroots events is “re-

humanization” of each participant to the other. This process focuses on breaking down 

the negative psychological barriers that make irrational hatred and deep-seated mistrust 

possible. By meeting someone from the other side, learning about them, listening to their 

stories, relating to their problems, and putting oneself in the other’s shoes, one is able to 

develop empathy for the other. When an Israeli and a Palestinian, both carrying 
                                                 
124 Stuart Brodkin, “JCD tells about Peace Child Israel: Helping Young People Through the Arts.” 
Reprinted from a JCD advertisement in Jewish Renaissance Magazine, January 2009. 
http://www.mideastweb.org/peacechild/peace_child_jcd_testimonial.html  
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extremely negative views of the other, meet in such an environment, and, for example, 

find out that they are both fans of the same U.S. soccer team, or that they both love 

participating in a certain sport, a common ground is forged and genuine bonds are 

created. Discussions of soccer can lead into discussions of other things including politics, 

and for the first time, they might have the chance to hear the other point of view - not 

from politicians or from the newspapers, but from an individual with which the person 

already has found common ground. It is through this process, in which individuals meet 

and realize that the other is not as different as they had originally thought and that they 

may actually have many things in common, that the other ceases to be a scary mysterious 

enemy, but rather an entity made up of individuals who are very similar to themselves. 

When the other suddenly has a face, has hobbies, and a job, a family and friends, likes 

and dislike; they become human beings, they become individuals. This is re-

humanization. 125 

Thus, while contact itself does not preclude or reduce violence, per se, “equal 

status”126 contact in “safe” environments can be a powerful positive force for breaking 

down negative psychological barriers. It is important to note, however, that even a history 

of positive interaction does not necessarily preclude war or hostility. Thus, while such 

grassroots efforts are certainly necessary for sustainable peace between Israelis and 

Palestinians, they are probably not sufficient.  

                                                 
125 For a more detailed look at the process by which person-to-person organizations help Israelis and 
Palestinians break down negative perceptions, see the documentary video “Encounter Point.” 
126 Kelman, “Reflections on Social and Psychological Process,” In The Psychology of Legitimacy, Pg. 582-
583 
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Unfortunately, the successes of these groups have been limited due to societal 

pressure on transformed individuals upon returning home. These re-entry issues are a 

serious obstacle to the success of these programs. Many within both societies do not wish 

to humanize their enemy and become offended when they hear that friends or family 

members are defending the other point of view. Family and friends might even pressure 

individuals to stop attending these programs.  

The next section presents and analyzes case studies from interviews conducted 

with Israeli, Palestinian, and Arab practitioners of person-to-person grassroots programs 

to determine how significant victim psychology is, how well it is addressed, and what 

more needs to be done. For the rest of the paper, the interviewees will be referred to as 

practitioners.  

 

CASE STUDY INTERVIEWS WITH PERSON-TO-PERSON PRACTITIONERS  

 The use of case studies is designated to provide unique detailed insight into the 

psychological issues discussed in this paper. While these case studies alone cannot be 

seen as representative of the larger populations they represent, their insight can be used to 

illustrate 1) the extent to which practitioners are familiar with the concept of victim 

psychology, 2) how victim psychology affects conflict resolution efforts, and 3) how 

specific organizations have dealt with or bypassed these challenges.  
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Interview Format 

The interviews were all conducted informally in order to facilitate open 

discussion. Thus, while a general set of questions was asked of each practitioner, these 

questions were altered and revised to match the flow of the discussion. The questions 

were tiered to allow for a framing of the discussion. The interviews were done in 

discussion format to promote and maintain a safe, positive and low-stress environment. 

This was done to encourage honesty, openness and frankness during the interviews. 

To further facilitate honest and open discussion, every practitioner was 

guaranteed complete anonymity; no identifying information about the practitioners will 

be given unless the practitioner gives his or her explicit permission. However, each 

practitioner will be referred to by his or her nationality and profession, for the purposes of 

identifying possible national biases.   

In general, the practitioners, with one exception (noted below), were not given 

any information about the specific topic of the thesis prior to the interview in order to 

prevent biasing and to discover whether or not the concept of victimhood would be 

brought up spontaneously by the practitioners. The practitioners, with one exception, 

were told only that the thesis dealt with Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian relations and 

that a portion of it would look at the impressions of practitioners of Israeli-Palestinian 

and Arab-Israeli grassroots person-to-person dialogue and conflict resolution programs. 

At the end of each interview, the practitioners were debriefed, and the thesis topic was 
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explained to them in detail. They were then allowed to comment directly on the thesis 

topic.  

 

Interview Questions 

 The general set of questions covered the following aspects: 1) name, 2) 

profession, 3) role/involvement in Arab-Israeli or Israeli-Palestinian conflict resolution or 

dialogue work, 4) the focus of this work, 5) the main challenges, barriers and obstacles 

faced in their work, 6) the main challenges their work seeks to address, 7) the 

significance of these challenges, and 8) how their work attempts to deal with, address or 

bypass these challenges. If psychological factors were not brought up at all, the fifth 

question was revised to ask specifically about the psychological challenges, barriers and 

obstacles the practitioner faced in his/her work. This was to glean whether or not they 

would identify victimhood spontaneously as an important psychological factor, even if 

they would not identify it as the most important factor overall. Question six was only 

asked when the answer to question five (on the main challenges faced) focused on 

general systemic problems such as issues of funding or recruitment.  
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INTERVIEW 1: PALESTINIAN -ISRAELI PRACTITIONER OF ISRAELI -PALESTINIAN AND 

ARAB-ISRAELI GRASSROOTS DIALOGUE  

“It should be a deeply emotional process, otherwise it’s fake.”127  

 Practitioner 1 is a Palestinian-Israeli128 living in Jerusalem and works on a large 

range of dialogue workshops ranging from 3 month to 3-year programs. The focus of this 

work was to transform the participants and thus change the dynamics of Arab-Israeli and 

Israeli-Palestinian relationships. According to the practitioner, the dialogue programs 

helped educate the members on the conflict, and allowed the participants to get to know 

each other on a personal level. Thus, the programs, according to this practitioner 

succeeded in the re-humanization process. This, however, was not seen as good enough. 

Though the workshops succeeded in affecting the individuals involved, little impact was 

seen on the broader scale.  

 

Summary of Interview 1 

The main challenges identified were 1) getting people to attend the programs, and 

2) the divide in perceptions based on the biased education of the participants in regards to 

                                                 
127 All quotes in this section are attributed to Interviewee 1 unless noted otherwise. 
128 Palestinians living within the State of Israel after the 1948 War were offered Israeli citizenship, and are 
often termed Arab-Israelis, though many will still identify with the Palestinians. In Jerusalem, which since 
1967 has been under complete Israeli authority (Israel formally annexed East Jerusalem), Palestinians were 
given residency status, allowing them to keep their Palestinian nationality, and vote in Palestinian National 
Elections. Palestinians living in Israel, whether they have residency status or are citizens, may define 
themselves as “Palestinian, “Palestinian-Israeli,” or “Palestinian citizens of Israel,” to denote that although 
they live within the State of Israel, they still identify as Palestinian.  



 

 

87 

the conflict. Thus, the practitioner argued for a change in policy and an increased focus 

on education reform (particularly at the university level).  

 In regards to psychological and emotional issues, the practitioner remarked that 

the biggest issues were mainly with the Jewish right, who didn’t want their reality 

challenged and thus would refuse to listen to Palestinians explain their point of view. 

Furthermore, the Jews were less motivated to join the dialogue workshops because they 

did not have as much to gain from it. They already had a state, and saw themselves as on 

the side of good. The Palestinians, however, feel they have no other choice. Thus, they 

are willing to try almost anything.  

 The concept of Jewish victim psychology was brought up at this point by the 

practitioner as another difficult psychological barrier. The practitioner argued that the 

Jews, having been a victim for so long had a pervasive sense of fear, suspicion and 

mistrust. This was seen as very difficult for the Palestinians to deal with, as the Jewish 

side seemed so wrapped up in their own victimhood it was difficult for them to focus on 

Palestinian victimhood. During the course of the program, however, these sentiments 

changed.  

The Palestinians (particularly those living in Jerusalem), argued the practitioner, 

already knew a fair amount about the Jewish side, including Jewish history, religion, 

poetry, and culture. Thus, they had more knowledge about the other than most of the 

Jews attending the program. In spite of this, it was often difficult to get the Palestinian 

participants to express their true feelings. When they did, their questions were the large 
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questions of peace and settlements and refugees. They were very skeptical; they 

questioned everything and had trouble believing Jewish and Israeli participants. 

“[Palestinians] don’t believe it’s the way to get peace. They see a third party or violence 

as the only viable options.” Though they often come with a lot of suspicion they also 

come with extremely high expectations and are thus disappointed when the program ends 

and still nothing has changed - the wall is still there, checkpoints are still there, 

harassment still exists, etc.  

According to the practitioner, the Palestinians often acted as a collective while the 

Jewish participants acted as individuals. The Jewish participants tended to focus on 

creating interpersonal relationships across the divide, while the Palestinians focused more 

on the larger political, historical and religious issues. 

When prodded further on the practitioner’s comment on Israeli victimhood, the 

practitioner responded with a personal experience visiting the remains of the Auschwitz 

concentration camp. “I felt it, it’s not something I read in a textbook in high school”; it 

truly encapsulated the deep fear behind Israel’s victim psychology. The practitioner 

remarked that “the victimhood is most dominant among the Israeli nationality” and that 

this is used to justify the mentality that “everything is an existential threat.” In contrast, 

the Palestinians, claimed the practitioner, “Don’t feel they’re the victim, but you can 

sense it.” The practitioner then gave the examples of the occupation, and the lack of 

Palestinian control over their lives as the common manifestations of this victimhood. 

While the Nakbah was mentioned, the practitioner cautioned that it is a very complicated 
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narrative, and that Palestinians blame the Arab leaders just as much as they blame the 

Israelis.   

  Another issue that arose is Palestinian passiveness. The Palestinians are used to 

others having control over their lives. As a result, they expect the Israelis to change the 

situation for them. Others have become used to the idea that they have no control, and 

have resigned themselves to waiting, believing that someday things will be fair. 

 A further caveat made by the practitioner was that many Palestinians are 

completely disconnected from their national identity. For them, their identity is much 

more heavily tied to their family and town than their nation. Thus, a lot of the history 

they know comes from living relatives and family friends. The focus is on personal 

experiences. As a result, what is known about the Nakbah is mainly what is passed down 

from generation to generation. 

 

Analysis of Interview 1 

The challenges listed by the Palestinian-Israeli practitioner are, in fact, rooted in 

the underlying components of victim psychology. The problems related to attendance, 

according to the interview, were related to the negative perceptions each side had for the 

other. These negative perceptions were likely exacerbated by an inability of the Israelis 

and Palestinians to identify with their counterparts. Thus, it often took a significant 

amount of coaxing to get participants to join. The second challenge discussed by the 
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practitioner was the issue of education, and can be related to the issue of national identity 

in general. It appears, upon closer examination, that what the participant was frustrated 

with was the wide gap between Israeli and Palestinian/Arab conceptions of the history 

and politics of the conflict.   

Though the concept of victim psychology was not immediately brought up as a 

challenge faced in work, it was one of the first things mentioned when the question was 

modified to focus on “psychological challenges.” This victimhood concept was described 

in very emotional terms, showing that the practitioner understood the deep psychological 

scars the Holocaust left on the Jewish people and subsequently on Israeli national 

identity. It is interesting that the practitioner originally only conceived of victim identity 

as a problem on the Israeli side. When asked about Palestinian victimhood identity, the 

practitioner stated that it is not the same on the Palestinian side. However, after further 

discussion of Palestinian victimhood, the participant decided it was something that should 

be looked into.  

 Although this parallel was not identified by the practitioner, it seems that the 

Palestinian inclination to rely on the Israelis can be seen as an example of the passive 

stance of the victim. Thus Palestinians, having declared themselves the victim, have 

decided that the cause of the problem lies with the Israelis and have decided that it is up 

to the Israelis to fix it.   
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INTERVIEW 2: PALESTINIAN -AMERICAN CO-FOUNDER OF ARAB-ISRAELI PEACE 

ORGANIZATION  

“There has to be some common ground between the participants in order for 

them to be able to understand the other.” 129  

 Practitioner 2 lives in America. The Palestinian-American practitioner co-founded 

an Arab-Israeli Organization devoted to student dialogue and programming, and has 

facilitated several conflict resolution workshops bringing Israelis, Palestinians, Jews and 

Muslims together. The focus of these workshops was to build a base of understanding 

through person-to-person dialogue.  

 

Summary of Interview 2 

 According to the practitioner, the biggest challenge was the issue of re-entry - 

when participants from the workshops return home to their communities, the ideas they 

got from the workshop are challenged. This is a frequent problem with such conflict 

resolution workshops. The participants find that in a neutral, safe environment they can 

be open and humanize the other, but when the return home to the realities of the 

checkpoints, or fears of suicide bombings, these positive feelings can dissipate. Further 

challenges from friends and family can also erode the gains made in these workshops.  

                                                 
129 All quotes in this section are attributed to Interviewee 2 unless noted otherwise. 
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When asked specifically about psychological challenges, the participant 

responded that psychological issues were a significant barrier in the workshops. “People 

come to the workshops with pre-set points [of view].” Palestinians believe that all Israelis 

“just want to take their land” and Israelis believe “they are terrorists.” The practitioner 

acknowledged that from personal experience all Israelis the practitioner had met had been 

in uniform carrying big guns. It was not until the practitioner had met an Israeli as a 

civilian in Europe, and found that the two of them had something in common, that this 

stereotype began to break down.  

Another psychological issue mentioned dealt with the existential threat. This was 

particularly an issue in a workshop, which included Jewish Israeli settlers. For the Jewish 

settler, it was very difficult to listen to the Palestinian point of view “because to do so 

would undermine his existence as a settler.” The practitioner remarked that the settler 

‘had not been prepared to make such a shift.’ 

 The practitioner discussed ways that the psychological issues can be overcome, if 

the workshop itself does not seem to be working. One way is to adapt the exercises as 

needed and to make sure all participants are included. This requires a fluid workshop 

structure that can be changed and revised as necessary based on the environment created 

by the participants. Each participant and each group brings its own dynamic. Exercises 
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can elicit widely different responses, and practitioner need to be ready to change their 

program as needed to best suit the particular dynamics of each workshop.130 

 

Analysis of Interview 2 

The Palestinian-American practitioner did not explicitly refer to the concept of 

victimhood during the interview, though other related psychological issues were 

mentioned. The challenge of re-entry deals directly with the issue of divisive national 

identities, and the strength of societal groupings. When participants return home they are 

confronted with the national/social-psychological identities they grew up with. The 

feelings of fear and mistrust and victimhood that are pervasive in their societies serve as 

challenges to the emotional growth of the participant. The experiences of the participant 

are difficult to explain to friends and family who have not had the same experiences, and 

unfortunately, there is no substitute for such one on one contact. These re-entry issues do 

pose a serious threat to the growth and re-humanization efforts by grassroots dialogue 

organizations. Thus, the practitioner went beyond the issues dividing Israelis and 

Palestinians, and beyond issues faced in the re-humanizing process to discuss one of the 

biggest challenges faced by grassroots person-to-person organizations in general. For 

many it is seen as two steps forward and one step backwards. 

                                                 
130 Although impressive mental shifts occur in these workshops, changing such long-held negative beliefs 
generally requires many years of dedication and participation in such workshops.  
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 When discussing psychological issues, the first thing mentioned was the issue of 

preconceived notions (with the examples of Palestinians as terrorist, and Israelis as land 

grabbers). This links directly with the issue discussed by the first practitioner 

interviewed, who discussed the gap in perceptions and views on the conflict. Many of 

these stereotypes are perpetuated and exacerbated by national narratives. These narratives 

(which focus heavily on the victimhood of the parties) have influenced Israeli and 

Palestinian social psychological conceptions of one another.  

 Finally, the issue with the settler participants exemplifies the possible existential 

threat that can be associated with merely listening to the other’s point of view. These 

feelings have been used to justify a zero-sum view of the conflict, inflaming animosities 

and discouraging dialogue. This can thus be a significant obstacle to grassroots conflict 

resolution, preventing such individuals from joining such a workshop in the first place, as 

well as inhibiting their growth while there.   

 

INTERVIEW 3:  LEBANESE-SYRIAN -AMERICAN ORGANIZER AND FOUNDER OF ARAB-

JEWISH PEACE ORGANIZATION  

 “If I had to describe the typical outcome I’d say people come away shattering a 

lot of the myths they arrived with. And sometimes it’s almost comical.” 131 

                                                 
131 All quotes in this section are attributed to Interviewee 3 unless noted otherwise. 
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The third practitioner is a Lebanese-Syrian American living in the United States, 

who is an active participant in various Arab-Jewish dialogue programs in the US and 

abroad, and founder of an organization that brings Arabs and Jews together for dialogue 

retreats. The retreats were small, with half of the participants Arab and half Jewish. The 

focus of these retreats was to promote interaction, challenge the participants to express 

their feelings, and put themselves in the other’s shoes. This was often done through 

various role reversal exercises that pushed people out of their comfort zone- exercises 

“that tended to really open up someone and allow them to be more vulnerable and 

expressive of their feelings.” 

 

Summary of Interview 3 

 The biggest challenge noted by this practitioner was getting people to participate. 

Here, the Syrian-Lebanese-American echoed the challenge discussed earlier by the 

Palestinian-Israeli practitioner (Interview 1), arguing, “Everyone already has a 

preconceived notion of what an encounter like that would be like.” People know that they 

are going to be put in an uncomfortable and challenging situation and thus do not want to 

participate in these workshops. The workshops “force people to confront deeply held 

prejudices that are built upon the myths they’ve been told their whole life.” 

 When asked about the main challenges, the practitioner remarked, “Both sides are 

guilty of constructing an image of the other side that is less than human.” Thus, the 

biggest issue for Practitioner 3 was the deeply ingrained stereotypes that the participants 
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came to the retreats with. Both sides are guilty of this, combining all Jews or all Arab into 

a category, labeling Arabs as “pro-terrorist or extremist… [believing] that they almost 

intrinsically or genetically hate Jews; that they come out of the womb hating Jews.” 

These “educated, otherwise intelligent, rational human beings [are] so incredibly myopic 

towards each other it’s laughable.”  

 These myths and preconceived notions are seen as an enormous challenge, 

preventing participants from putting their guard down long enough to allow them to 

actually listen to the other side and empathize with them, “because somehow it’s built up 

in their minds that this is a betrayal to everything they believe and have been taught.” 

 However, in one spectacular success, the practitioner recalled a retreat in which 

the participants were “off the chart in terms of hatred and animosity and irrational fear of 

the other side, and by the end of 2 ½ days of being together they’re hugging and 

embracing and planning on getting together for dinner.” Interestingly, however, many of 

these people “still, in large measure hold irrational fears toward the other group.” In a 

further discussion of this irrational fear, the practitioner recalled that growing up as a 

child in NY, seldom was a positive word said about Jews around the dinner table. “That 

poison gets in your brain and you’re not even aware of it.” Interestingly, the practitioner 

noted that participants are, time and time again, surprised to find out that the other side 

fears them to the same extent that they fear the other.  

 After the debriefing, the practitioner noted that “it is an absolute truism that, if 

you put 8 or 10 Jewish people in a room with 8 or 10 Arab Americans, they will compete 
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to try to demonstrate to each other that they are the greater victim.” The interviewer 

further remarked, “It’s fundamentally one of the obstacles that must be overcome to get 

anything done… You have to put that notion of victimhood aside… because it is an 

enormous obstacle to making any progress.”  

 

Analysis of Interview 3 

Like Practitioner 2, the Lebanese-Syrian-American did not explicitly mention 

victim identity when asked in general about challenges or when asked specifically about 

psychological challenges. Like the first practitioner, this practitioner noted pre-conceived 

ideas as one of the largest barriers to the conflict resolution workshops. This notion was 

brought up in the first line of questioning on the challenges faced as a conflict resolution 

facilitator. This shows that this practitioner placed a higher value on the psychological 

issues as they were the first to come to mind.  

The practitioner discusses both the pre-conceived notions each side has for the 

other, as well as the basis for these stereotypes: “the myths they’ve been told their whole 

life.” Here the social narratives and the myths they create are explicitly designated as 

barriers to Israeli-Palestinian conflict resolution. They prevent the re-humanizing process 

by inhibiting the willingness of participants to truly listen to and empathize with the 

other. These myths are created by society, but also are heavily influenced by family (as 

exemplified by the practitioner’s personal revelation that nothing nice was ever really 

said about Jews at the dinner table during the practitioner’s childhood). 
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The measured success of these workshops is also addressed. The workshops 

appear to have a profound emotional and psychological effect on participants, particularly 

the most radical. This is most likely because the most radical may have learned nothing 

about the other side, and their point of view is likely to be the most skewed. Thus, if they 

allow themselves to listen to the other’s point of view, the flaws in their point of view 

will become so evident that they will fall farther than their more moderate peers, whose 

views are more nuanced, and thus have an easier time reconciling their own position with 

the challenges posed by the other’s point of view.  

Although victimhood was never mentioned by the practitioner, the themes 

discussed can be seen as directly relating to this notion of victimhood - from the 

preconceived views, and negative social narratives, to the inability of more conservative 

individuals to open their minds to the other point of view. It appears that conservatives on 

both sides are the ones that hold most strongly to their national narratives in general, and 

their righteous victimhood in specific. It is thus not a surprise to the author that they 

should have the most difficulty really listening to the other side, as they have the most to 

lose when their identity is challenged. For them it is harder to reconcile such new 

information with their own, and as a result, they will be forced to choose one over the 

other.  

After the debriefing, the practitioner was quick to jump on the notion of 

victimhood as a significant obstacle to conflict resolution. Several examples of this 

phenomenon were given on the spot. The response by the practitioner suggests that this 

concept of victimhood was already seen as a serious issue in the Israeli-Palestinian 
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conflict; so deep an issue that it did not seem pertinent enough to grassroots person-to-

person conflict resolution for it to occur to the practitioner to mention it unprompted. 

Rather the practitioner’s responses were focused more narrowly on issues that were seen 

as significant and unique to the grassroots efforts. This, however, is merely speculation. 

A follow-up interview would need to be done to determine if this really was the case.  

 

INTERVIEW 4: ISRAELI FACILITATOR OF ISRAELI -PALESTINIAN AND ARAB ISRAELI 

COEXISTENCE PROGRAM  

“If you have a Palestinian friend or if you work with a Palestinian, it doesn’t 

matter what a politician or newspaper says- you know it firsthand… Today this almost 

doesn’t exist.”132 

The final practitioner lives in Israel and is an Israeli facilitator of a Jewish-Arab 

and Arab-Israeli coexistence program. After serving in the army the practitioner 

volunteered in a Bedouin tribe teaching math, English and Hebrew to children.  

 

Summary of Interview 4 

According to this practitioner, “interaction is what breaks the walls - knowing 

each other in person.” Thus, it did not matter that none of the subjects taught were 

                                                 
132 All quotes in this section are attributed to Interviewee 4 unless noted otherwise. 
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political. What mattered was that the practitioner, an Israeli, was working with Bedouin 

Arabs on a day-to-day basis. The focus of this coexistence program was to facilitate 

interaction between Israelis and Arabs, even domestic ones. The practitioner remarked 

that this is even more necessary now, after the building of the security fence, as 

“Palestinians are no longer working in Israel. There is no connection with Israelis and 

Palestinians like there used to be.” 

The biggest problems encountered were the cultural gaps and the fears of change. 

They do not want to change their way of life and are afraid of the modernization and 

Westernization Israeli interaction offers.  

When asked about challenges related to the conflict, the practitioner responded 

that the biggest challenge was not with the Bedouin but rather with the Palestinians. 

“[There is no way] to explain to a family that is awaken in the middle of the night by 

soldiers [why their son is being taken away].” For Palestinians, argues the practitioner, 

the military arrest of Palestinians involved in terrorist attacks (not police arrests because 

the area is too hostile) creates an enormous amount of hostility.  

As regards victimhood, the practitioner stated, “Every side sees themselves as the 

victim and has 1,000 right reasons for seeing themselves so.” The practitioner then 

discussed Israeli conceptions of the Holocaust and the Palestinian Nakbah as historical 

originators of these two national narratives of victimhood. It must be noted that this 

participant knew about the thesis topic before the interview, thus the discussion of 
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victimhood cannot be seen as spontaneous, even though it occurred relatively 

spontaneously in the interview itself. 

In a personal example of the pervasive fear and mistrust this created on the Israeli 

side, the practitioner recounted that during the intifada, “When I was in high school, 

when we were in cafes I always sat with my face towards the entrance to see who walked 

in. It’s not the most natural thing.” Even as a teenager, the practitioner was affected by 

both society’s victim identity, and fear from the intifada.  

On the other side, the security fence causes many day-to-day problems for the 

Palestinians. On example given by the practitioner was the difficulties experienced by 

women in labor. As all of the main hospitals are on the Israeli side, Palestinian women in 

labor worry about being stuck on the wrong side without access to a hospital or medical 

care. “If the gates are open 2, 5, 6 times a day, they can’t rely on this if they need to 

deliver.” Thus, Palestinian women often try to move in with relatives or family friends 

living in Israel up to a month or a month and a half before their delivery date so that just 

in case something happens, they are on the right side. The Israeli practitioner also 

admitted that though Israeli fears are often founded and though the Holocaust proved that 

worldwide anti-Semitism does exist, some Israelis have over-used and misused this 

excuse.  

 Palestinians, particularly in the United States, were also criticized for over-

dramatizing their victimization. According to the practitioner, this victimhood identity 

has led to a passive stance, preventing Palestinians from taking charge of their own 
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destiny, and actively bettering themselves. Instead, they become wrapped up in the idea 

that they are too weak to do anything on their own, and as a result, they end up focusing 

all their efforts focus on gaining outside support from the US, Europe or Arab states.  

On the issue of competing victim identities, the practitioner stated, “no one speaks 

about it directly, but it’s always, always, always in the background.” “Everything 

revolves around the conflict.” 

 

Analysis of Interview 4 

This practitioner was aware that the research was regarding social psychology and 

victim identity before the interview. Thus, the extent to which it is discussed in this 

interview cannot be seen as representing a genuine spontaneous response to the 

questions. The answers, however, do shed some interesting insights.  

First, the focus on positive interaction reinforces the main theme of grassroots 

person-to-person conflict resolution. The focus of the coexistence work was neutral, and 

it was the daily interaction between an Israeli and Israeli Arab Bedouins that was deemed 

as important. The same was seen as true for Israeli-Palestinian relationships, which have 

deteriorated since the heightening of Israeli security after the second intifada, culminating 

in the building of the security barrier. Now, Palestinians are no longer working in Israel, 

and as a result, Israelis and Palestinians are seeing less and less of each other. The 

majority of Israeli and Palestinian interactions now revolve around the checkpoints. 
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The practitioner touched on many of the key points for Israeli and Palestinian 

conceptions of victimhood, including the Holocaust and the intifadas on the Israeli side 

and the Nakbah, the checkpoints and the wall on the Palestinian side. While all of these 

have provided genuine reasons for fear and mistrust, the practitioner argues that both 

sides have at times over-used and misused these excuses.  

It is interesting that this interviewer is the second one to remark on the passivity 

of Palestinian victimhood. This is particularly interesting coming from an Israeli point of 

view, as most Israelis would determine Palestinian resistance (the intifadas, and support 

for Hamas, etc) as proof that the Palestinians are anything but passive. It does raise an 

interesting point that while the Palestinians appear to be active, this is merely a reaction 

to their weak victim stance, which is seen as a negative identity component. Additionally, 

some of this remains in spite of the active attempts at resistance. Thus, Palestinians may 

see themselves as actively resisting the occupation, or as supporting those who do, while 

fundamentally believing that it is not up to them to change the situation, but rather up to 

Israel. Israelis would most likely argue the opposite, claiming that Israeli occupation 

would stop (or at least drastically lessen in measure) if Palestinian terrorism ceased and 

the Palestinians disarmed.  

 

INTERVIEW COMPARISON  

The in depth analysis of these four case studies provides interesting insights into 

the issue of victim identity in specific and psychological issues in general as regards 
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Israeli-Palestinian grassroots person-to-person conflict resolution. Though victim identity 

was not spontaneously raised in most of the interviewers, various components related to 

victim identity were frequently mentioned. The themes of national and social narratives, 

mistrust, irrational fear, negative preconceptions and stereotypes were referred to by 

several, if not all, of the practitioners interviewed. Other related psychological issues 

mentioned included: zero-sum views of the conflict and existentialist fears, re-entry 

problems, difficulties listening to, empathizing with or relating to the other, passivity of 

the victim and de-humanization. Linked to these issues is the difficulty of recruitment.  

In addition, several participants mentioned the powerful and positive effects of 

person-to-person grassroots interactions. Although problems have been mentioned, such 

as re-entry issues and inability for some more conservative individuals to relate to and 

humanize the other, many success stories attest to the profound ability of these 

interactions to change negative preconceptions. The biggest problem seems to be the 

difficulty in affecting enough people to create a mass movement large enough to affect 

social change within the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  

None of the practitioners interviewed directly mentioned victimhood psychology 

as a main challenge they face in their work. The Lebanese-Syrian-American participant 

was the only participant to designate a psychological process as a main challenge without 

being prompted further. The Palestinian-Israeli participant was the only one to mention 

spontaneously victimhood psychology as a significant issue. This, however, was only 

done when the question was modified from general challenges faced to psychological 

challenges. One practitioner, the Lebanese-Syrian-American, did react strongly to the 
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notion of victim identity during the debriefing, suggesting at least some level of 

importance to this participant. The interview with the Israeli participant is inconclusive, 

as the participant knew about the thesis topic prior to the interview.  

There are several explanations as to why the concept of victim psychology was 

not explicitly raised by the practitioners interviewed. First, the small sample size means 

that no conclusive statistics can be drawn from their conclusions. Thus, these interviews 

can neither be seen as representative of their populations, nor even of grassroots person-

to-person practitioners. Second, for some the concept is so fundamental, and so basic that 

it exists in the background, and is not necessarily recognized as worthy of explicit 

mention. Some evidence for this is seen in interview 3. Although this interviewee did not 

bring up the concept of victim identity spontaneously, when asked during the debriefing 

about this concept the interviewee suddenly had a lot to say. Finally, it is possible that the 

practitioners themselves are unaware of this issue, or are blinded by their own biases 

towards it. It is worthwhile to reiterate here that only the Palestinian-Israeli practitioner 

spontaneously mentioned the concept of victim psychology, and even then, it was only 

with respect to the Israelis.  

The final supposition is the most crucial to examine as it has the most far-reaching 

consequences. If the practitioners themselves are unaware of victim psychology and its 

importance, they will be unable to adequately address it amongst their participants. It is 

important to note that many practitioners of these workshops deal with the same issues 

and undergo the same processes of self-reflection that their participants undergo. While 

this means that the practitioners can more easily relate to their participants, it also means 



 

 

106 

that the practitioners are subject to the same biases and blind spots (and will thus have 

difficulty acknowledging their own victim identity). 

 It is critical that the practitioners of these workshops recognize this fundamental 

underlying issue, both in their counterparts and in themselves. One measure that has been 

taken to address this issue is to have each workshop co-facilitated by a Palestinian and an 

Israeli practitioner. This provides a useful opportunity for facilitators to check their co-

facilitators when they slip into their biases, as many practitioners, even after years of 

reflection, still find it difficult to understand the other’s psychology.  
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*  *  * 

CONCLUSION 

 

OTHER PARADIGMS  

The paradigm of victim psychology espoused here is only one possible lens 

through which the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be analyzed and assessed. It is useful in 

that it makes one aware of a wide range of related psychological issues that permeate the 

conflict. However, it can at times also be too limiting. Thus this paradigm should be used 

in conjunction with other paradigms for viewing the conflict, in order to gain a more 

nuanced and complicated view of the conflict.  

Numerous paradigms relating to the causes and possible solution for the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict have been proposed. One paradigm looks in general at the role of 

reinforcing cleavages, including: linguistic (Hebrew vs. Arabic), religious (Jew vs. 

Muslim) and cultural (Jew vs. Arab) differences. A second useful paradigm looks at the 

role of communication issues in perpetuating the conflict. Issues of communication are 

inherently related to the conflicting views of the conflict. “Hot words,” words with 

numerous often-opposing meanings, pose significant challenges to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. Some of the most controversial “hot words” are Palestine, Zionism, terrorism 

and occupation. These words have very different meanings and connotations amongst 

Israelis and Palestinians.  
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Another paradigm, which has gained recently in popularity, is the Religious 

Fundamentalist paradigm. This paradigm allows one to assess the religious extremist 

influences on the conflict, and the role of irrational hatred in the spreading of terrorism as 

a force perpetuating the conflict. This also allows one to assess the role of spoilers, 

groups within a conflict that seek to spoil peace attempts, often by breaking ceasefires 

and renewing violence.  

A fourth paradigm, the most popular in the diplomatic circles, looks at the 

tangible issues of the conflict, focusing on the physical obstacles to peace. The obstacles 

include the final status issues of borders, Jerusalem, refugees, water and settlements, as 

well as the issues of checkpoints, the security barrier, and terrorism. Finally, other 

psychological issues, including fear, hatred and other feelings not based on victim 

provide another useful paradigm.  

Many different paradigms for viewing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have been 

proposed and utilized; each contains its own internal biases. When taken together, 

however, these paradigms can provide a more nuanced understanding of the problems 

inhibiting conflict resolution efforts.  

 

FINAL ANALYSIS  

This paper has looked at victim psychology as a barrier to Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict resolution. Several aspects of victim psychology have been analyzed including 
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negative identity issues, victims becoming victimizers, righteous victimhood, the role of 

national narratives in disseminating the victim identity, delegitimization of others and 

paranoia. The resulting national narratives of victimhood have been used to gain 

international support and sympathy, as well as to justify overly aggressive acts towards 

the other side. They have increased misperceptions, mistrust, and negative stereotypes, 

and as a result pose a significant challenge to those interested in sustainable Israeli-

Palestinian peace.  

The concept of victim identity should be viewed in conjunction with the 

paradigms listed above. The paradigm proposed in this paper is fundamentally a 

psychological paradigm, and yet it is only a component of the psychological issues 

plaguing the Israeli Palestinian conflict. It has been chosen because of its pervasiveness, 

as well as its ability to encompass and influence other psychological issues as well as 

various physical issues (influencing both foreign and domestic policy). 

Although victimhood identity is treated differently by Israeli and Palestinian 

societies, the results are very similar: a feeling of entitlement, righteousness and a need 

for self-protection. For Israel, the victim identity may be more the result of a general 

paranoid outlook on the world resulting from the collective trauma of the Holocaust, and 

a general history of persecution, reinforced by suicide bombings and terrorism. For 

Palestinians, their victim identity is based as much on day-to-day frustrations as historical 

chosen traumas. For both sides this victim identity is a double-edged sword. It is a 

negative component of both sides identity, increasing their insecurities as well as their 

animosity towards the other for reminding them of it. Yet it is also the most powerful tool 
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these nations have for eliciting diplomatic, military and monetary support. It is not worn 

as a badge, but it is certainly cultivated and nursed, both in an effort to gain international 

sympathy, and as an unconscious attempt to justify righteous rage. This righteousness 

allows the nations to fight their battle against the other with a free conscious, knowing 

that they are on the side of “right.” It has been utilized by leaders to unify their 

populations and justify a myriad of policies. It has been reinforced by Israeli and 

Palestinian national narratives of victimhood. Finally, it has caused the two nations 

competing for victimhood to become victimizers, losing their righteousness, and blinding 

them to their victimization of the other, further obscuring any deep understanding that 

could lead to empathy, and ultimate conflict resolution. Grassroots person-to-person 

conflict resolution organizations attempt to address this issue by creating a safe situation 

in which the enemy can be re-humanized. This allows for the creation of empathy, and 

for the breaking down of misconceptions and stereotypes that fuel the conflict.  

 

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE 

For conflict resolution practitioners at all levels, adequate recognition of, and 

response to, competing victim psychologies is confounded by the other paradigms listed 

above (reinforcing cleavages, communication issues, religious fundamentalism, physical 

obstacles, and other psychological issues). At the top (government) level, too little 

attention is paid to the pervasive psychological issues, including victimhood psychology. 

Some argue that little can be done from the top to change the way people view the 
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conflict. Although it may be difficult for a government to enact change for a variety of 

reasons, when they do, they are able to affect a much wider audience than any of their 

counterparts. The Israeli and Palestinian governments can take several steps to address 

the psychological issue of victimhood. The most necessary steps involve revisions of 

textbooks and school curricula to revise the national narrative and make room for the 

other narrative.133 Kelman argues for the creation of a transcendent identity that 

emphasizes the commonalities between Israelis and Palestinians while keeping the 

distinct national narratives separate. This would allow both sides to retain their distinct 

national identity as they make room for the existence of another such identity.134  

Unfortunately, such efforts would require the fundamental change in attitude amongst the 

Israeli and Palestinian leadership that this paper advocates- recognition and 

rehumanization of the other. Such a change would in and of itself require a resolution of 

the competing victim psychologies.  

Another, more reasonable, step (one that would require less radical psychological 

change amongst the leadership and less political influence) would be for the government 

to work with middle level bureaucrats and lower level conflict resolution advocates. The 

government has the ability to provide funding and greater access to these groups, which 

will enable them affect more people. Additionally, they can confer upon groups within 

these levels a sense of legitimacy by listening to their recommendations, and taking what 

                                                 
133 Organizations such as IPCRI have created such minimally conflicting narratives that are taught in joint 
courses to Israelis and Palestinians. However, even these organizations have found it extremely difficult to 
create a joint narrative. Acknowledging another narrative, and making space for it is a more reasonable 
goal than creating a new joint narrative.  
134 Kelman, “Interdependence of Israeli and Palestinian National Identities,” Social Issues, Pg.  586-587 
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they have to say seriously. This can strengthen the grassroots and NGOs, allowing them 

to touch more people and thus have a greater impact on conflict resolution.  

For midlevel bureaucrats, joint programs should be advertised to both the 

grassroots as well as the government. The midlevel has the unique ability to serve as a 

gateway of information, transmitting the feelings of the masses to the government. This 

flow of information is particularly useful in the field of conflict resolution where a major 

disconnect exists between the official channels of diplomacy and the day-to-day 

programs of the grassroots and NGOs.  

Finally, the grassroots, and particularly the person-to-person organizations, bear 

the brunt of the efforts to influence individual psychology within the conflict. Without the 

support of the upper levels, it is difficult for these organizations to recruit participants and 

maintain their programs. This drastically lowers the efficacy of these programs. Even at 

their limited pace, however, they are still necessary. The transformations facilitated by 

these programs are the most powerful kind. They break down psychological barriers in a 

way that no other program or experience can. The person-to-person contact is crucial for 

breaking down these negative psychological barriers. Without breaking down these 

barriers, hatred, animosity and irrational fear will grow and compound. It is thus 

imperative that these programs multiply and spread en masse, bringing these experiences 

to the greater Israeli and Palestinian populations. Victim psychology poses a significant 

challenge to conflict resolution efforts. A small body of practitioners that are working 

hard to deal with this challenge, but without significant support, influence and growth, 

they will not have a significant affect. 
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In order to address the pervasive psychological sense of victimhood, a significant 

number of Israelis and Palestinians must recognize the pain and suffering of the other, to 

empathize with the other’s pain, and to rehumanize their enemy. These workshops 

provide individuals within each society to challenge their pre-conceived prejudices, and 

to grow in a positive and more dynamic way. The individuals exposed to these 

workshops will become the next generation of leaders. Such leaders will have the 

experience and the mindset to lead others within their communities, and to bring about 

the changes necessary for long sustainable peace. It is a slow process, but it is vital to 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict resolution.  
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