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SociaL-PsycHoLocicaL DIMENSIONS
OF INTERNATIONAL CONFLICT

Herbert C. Kelman

Social-psychological concepts and findings have by now entered the main.
stream of theory and research in international relations. Explorations of
the social-psychological dimensions of interarional politics go back ar least
to the early 1930s (see Kelman 1965 for a review of the earlier history and
a series of contributed chapters on various topics in the field; see also Kelman
and Bloom 1973, Kelman 1991, and Tetlock forthcoming, for reviews of
later developments). Current work on foreign policy decision making and
the cognirive, group, and organizationa! factors that help to shape it (see
Holsri 1989; Fischhoff 1991; and Farnham 1992), on negotiation and har-
gaining (see Druckman and Hopmann 1989 and Rubin, Pruitr, and Kim
1994), on enemy images {see Holt and Silverstein 1689), on public opin-
ion in the foreign-policy process (see Russete 1989), and on deterrence and
other forms of influence in international politics (see Stein 1991) draws
extensively on social-psychological research and theory.

Paralleling these theoretical and empirical developments, a new form of
practice of international conflicr resolution, anchored in secial-psychologi-
cal principles, has evolved over the past thirty years, The approach derives
from the pioneering work of John Burton (1969, 1979, 1984). My colleagues
and [ have used the term interactive problem solving to describe the approach
(Kelman [986, 19924, 1996; Rovhana znd Kelman 1994). Ronald Fisher
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and other scholars in the field have referred to ir as third-party consultation
(for example, Fisher 1983, 1989) and more recently as interactive conflict
resolution. Under the larter ritle, Fisher reviews the history, centrai features,
and procedures of this approach in the next chapter in this volume.

The present chapter offers a social-psychological perspective on the
analysis and resolution of international conflict—a perspective based in
social-psychological theory and research, which, in tum, informs the prac-
tice of interactive problem solving described in the next chapter. A social-
psychological analysis provides a special lens for viewing international re-
lations in general and international conflict in particular. It is a different
lens than that provided by the realist or the neorealist schools of interna-
tional relations or other, more traditional approaches rhat focus on struc-
tural or strategic factors. t may, therefore, help to explain cettain phenom-
ena for which other approaches cannor adequately account, or introduce
dimensions that these approaches have not considered. But a social-psy-
chological approach is primarily designed to complement other approaches
rather than substitute for them. [t focuses on only some of the dimensions
of what is clearly a larger, multidimensional landscape.

Thus, [ do not advocate a social-psychological theory of international
relations or international conflict as a comprehensive altemative theory
for the field. What is needed is a general theory of international relations,
but one in which analysis of the sccial-psychological dimensions is nor
merely an appendage, bur an integral part. Several assumptions underlie
this view.

First, psychological factors are pervasive in international conflict and
infernational relations generally. Psychological processes at the individual
and collective levels constitute and mediate much of the behavior of na-
tions. Any general theory of international relations that fails to take cogni-
zance of them is therefore incomplete. Indeed, political analysts and actors
invariably make assumpricns about such psychological processes—for ex-
ample, when they ralk about risk taking, deciston making, intentions, reac-
tions to threats or incentives, or the role of public opinion. What psycho-
logical analysis does is address such assumptions explicitly, critically, and
systematically.

Second, the most relevant contributions of psychological analysis are at
the social-psychological level, To be sure, general psychological processes—
such as those concerned with cognitive functioning, reactions to stress, or
the behavioral effects of reward and punishment—explain the behavior of
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decision makers and other individual actors in international affairs; but these
individuals zct within crganized social structures. Social psychology provides
the appropriate framework for anatyzing such behavior since it focuses on
phenomena at the intersection of psychological and institutional processes:
social interaction and the refationship of individuals to soctal systems.

Third, “psychological” is not the opposite of “real.” Psychological analy-
sis of a conflict in no way implies that the conflict is unreal, a mere product
of misperception or misunderstanding. In examining the emotional or cog-
nitive processes in a conflict relationship, there is no presumption that these
processes are unrealistic or irrational. The degree of realism or rationality
varies from situation to situarion. Indeed, psychological analysis is often
concerned with enhancing the realism of perception (for example, White
1084) or the rationality of decision making (for example, Janis 1982). On
the other hand, psychological analysis is based on the assumprion that sub-
jective factors play a role in the perception and interpreration of events. In
a conflicr relationship, such subjective elements may exacerbate the con-
flict by generating differences in the way the parties perceive reality and by
imposing constraints on the rational pursuit of their interests.

Fourth, though petvasive and important, psychological factors must al-
ways be understood in context. International conflict and its resolution
must be conceived as societal and intersocietal processes that come about
through the actions and interactions of large numbers of individuals who,
in tum, function through a variety of groups and organizations, and who
are propelled by collective moods and states of consciousness with deep
historical and ideological roots. Historical, geopolitical, and structural fac-
tors provide the conrext and set the constraints for the operation of psy-
chological factors.

Finally, therefore, the contriburion of a social-psychological perspective
to understanding international conflict depends on identifying rhe appro-
priate points of entry for psychological analysis—those points in a theory
of international retations where social-psychological propositions may pro-
vide particularly relevant levers for theoretical explanation. Bur it always
must be kept in mind that these are points of entry into a larger theoretical
framework thar s, of necessity, multidimensional. A parallel assumption,
at the level of practice, underlies interactive problem solving or similar
social-psychelogically based forms of unofficial diplomacy. Such approaches
can make significant contributions to conflict resolution and ought to be-
come integral parts of a comprehensive model of diplomacy. They do not,
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however, provide an alremative ro official diplomacy or a substiture for
binding negotiations. Their value, again, depends on identifying the
appropriate points of entry inte the larger diplomatic process where they
can make a relevant contribution—for example, by providing opportuni-
ties for nonbinding exploration of aptions or creative reframing of issues.

Proceeding on the above assumptions, this chapter undertakes two tasks.
It begins with a discussion of several propositions about the nature of inter-
national conflict that flow from a social-psychological perspective and that
have clear implications for conflict resolution. It then describes social-psy-
chological processes characteristic of conflict interaction rhat contribute
to the escalation and perpetuation of conflict and that must be reversed if
the conflict is to be resolved.

THE NATURE OF INTERNATIONAL CONFLICT

A social-psychological perspective suggests cerrain propositions abour the
rature of international conflict thar expand on the view of the phenom-
enon emerging from more traditional approaches, such as the realist school
of international relations. The first proposition helds that international
conflict is a process driven by collective needs and fears, rather than entirely a
product of rational calculation of objective national interests on the part of
political decision makers. Second, internarional conflict is an intersocietal
prrocess, not only an interstate or intergovernmental pheromenon. Third,
international contlict is a multifaceted process of mutual influence, not only a
centest in the exercise of coercive power. And fourth, international con-
flict is an interactive process with an escalatory, self-perpetuating dynamic, nor
merely a sequence of action and reaction by stable actors.

Thus, withour denying the importance of objectively anchored narional
interests, the primacy of the state in the international system, the role of
power in international relations, and the effect of strucrural factors in de-
termining the course of an international conflict, a social-psychological per-
spective enriches the analysis of intemnational relations in a variety of ways:
by exploring the subjective facrors thar set constraints on rationality; by
opening the "black box” of the state as a unitary actor and analyzing the
processes within and between socicries thar underlie state action; by broad-
ening the range of influence processes (and, indeed, of definitions of power)
that play a role in international polirics; and by conceiving international
conflict as a dynamuic process, shaped by changing realities, changing inter-
ests, and changing relationships between the conflicting partics.
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Conflict as a Process Driven by Collective Needs and Fears

International or ethnic conflict must be conceived as a precess in which
collective human needs and fears are acted out in powerful ways. Such con-
flict is typically driven by nonfulfillment or threats ro the fulfiliment of
basic needs. These needs include nor only obvious material anes, such as
food, shelter, physical safety, and physical well-being, bur also, and very
centrally, psychological needs, such as identity, security, recognition, au-
tonomy, self-esteem, and a sense of justice. “Need,” as used here, is an indi-
vidual-level concept; needs are attributes of individual human beings. But
insofar as these needs become driving forces in international and inter-
group conflict, they are needs of individuals articulated through important
identity groups. The link of needs to groups—their collective aspect—is
indeed an imporrant and almost ubiquitous feature of human needs. The
fulfillment of needs rakes place to a considerable exrent within the context
of groups of different sizes. The ethnic group, the national group, and the
state are among the collectivities that serve as important vehicles for ful-
filling and protecting fundamental needs.

Closely related ro these basic needs in intergroup conflict situarions are
fears about the denial of the needs—fears focusing, for example, on per-
ceived threats to security or identity. In protracted conflicts between iden-
tity groups, such feats often rake on an existential character, turning the
conflict into a struggle over group survival. The Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict, for example, can be described as an existential conflict between two
parties, each of which sees its very existence as a national group at stake in
the canflict {Kelman 1987).

Identiry, security, and similarly powerful collective needs, and the fears
and concerns ahout survival associated with them, are often important
causal factors in intergroup and intercommunal conflict. The causes of con-
flict generally comhine objective and subjective factors, which arc related
to each other in a circular fashion. Conflicts focusing, for example, on is-
sues like territory and resources almost invariably reflect and further mag-
nify underlying concerns abour security and identity. But, whatever their
role in the causation of a conflict, subjective forces linked to basic needs
and exisrential fears contribute heavily to its escalation and perpetuation.
Such needs and fears create a resistance to change even in situations in
which both parties, or significant elements of both parties, have concluded
that ir is in their best interests to end the conflict. Despite this perceived
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interest, the parties are often unable to extricate themselves from the esca-
latory dynamic in which rhey are caught up.

Exploration of collective needs and fears is particularly helpful in undes-
standing why it is so difficult for parties ta change course in conflicts that
have become increasingly destructive and detrimental to rheir Interests.
Although the parties may recognize thar it is to their advantage 1o find a
negotiated solution, they are afraid to go to the negotiaring rable. Or, hav-
ing reluctantly gone to the table, they are afraid to make the necessary
coneessions or accommadations for the riegotiations to move forward. They
waorry that onice they enter negotiations, or—having entered negotiations—
once they make certain concessions, they will find themselves on a slip-
pery slope: that they will inexorably be moving, concession after conces-
sion, toward an outcome that will leave their very existence compromised.
In short, the sense thart their identity, security, and existence as a naricnal
group are at stake contributes heavily to cheir resisrance ro negotiation or
to accommodarion in the course of negotiations.

The role of such existential fzars and needs is more pronounced in eth-
nic conflicts than in the kinds of interstate conflicts with which traditional
theories of intemarional politics have been concerned. Burt collective needs
and fears play a part in all internaticnal conflicts and lie behind what are
usually described as national interests—essentially the interests perceived
by elites who control the eperative definition of the national interest. These
perceptions are heavily influenced by objective factars. The fact that a state,
for example, lacks certain essential resources, or has an ethnically divided
population, or has no access to the sea, obviously plays a role in how the
elites define the szate’s interests. Bue such objective facrors always combine
with subjective factors to determine how different segments of a sociery
perceive state interests, and whar ultimately becomes the national interest
as defined by the dominant elites. The subjective dererminants of perceived
national interests are the collecrive needs and fears of the society, as inter-
preted by the political leadership and other elites.

Similarly, it can be assumed that all conflicts represent a combination of
rational and irrarional factors. Ethnic contlicts, though often pottrayed as
uniquely irrational, resemble conflicts between states and even between
supetpowers in that repard. Moreover, in each type of conflict the mix be-
tween rarional and irrational elements may vary from case 1o case. Some
ethnic conflicts may be preponderantly rational, just as some intersrate con-
flicts may be prependerantly irrational.
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In all international contlicts, the needs and fears of populations are mo-
bilized and often manipulated by the leadership. Collective needs and fears
are often linked to individual needs and fears. For example, in ethnic
conflicrs characterized by a high level of violence, the fear of annihilarion
of one's group is often (and for good reason) tied to a fear of personal anni-
hilation. Insofar as these personally tinged collective needs and fears are
mobilized, they become the focus of collective action within a society. The
mobilization and manipulation of coliective needs and fears vary in the
degree of demagoguery and cynicism they involve, but they are always seen
as necessary tasks of leaders in 2 conflict situation. Furthermore, though
mobilized and often manipulated, collective needs and fears must be viewed
as real and authentic reactions within the population.

What does this conceprion of conflict as a process driven by collective
needs and fears imply for conflict resolution? First, it follows from this view
that genuine conflicr resolution must address these needs and fears. If a
conflict is to be resolved, in the sense of leading to a stable peace thar both
sides consider just and to a new refationship that is mutually enhancing
and contributes to the welfare and development of the two societies, the
sclution must satisfy the fundamental needs and allay the deepest fears of
the affected populations. The objective of conflict resolution is not to elimi-
nate the conflict entirely, which is neither possible nor desirable as a gen-
eral goal (since conflicrs are potentially constructive forces within a soci-
ety ot region and serve as the basis for essential social change); rather, it is
to eliminate the violent and otherwise destrucrive manifestations of con-
flict. But even these destructive elements cannot be made to disappear over-
night in conflicts that have been pursued for many years—in some cases,
for generations—and are marked by accumulated memoties that are con-
stantly being revived by new events and experiences. Contlict resolution
does not imply that past grievances and historical traumas have been for-
gotten and a consistently harmonious relationship has been put in place. It
simply implies that a process has been set into motion that addresses the
central needs and fears of the societies and establishes continuing mecha-
nisms to confront them.

From a normative point of view, the ultimate criterion for a successful,
mutually satisfactory solution of a corflict is that it addresses the funda-
mental needs of both parties. Thus, what negotiation theorists mean by a
win-win solution in a protracted conflict between identity groups is a solu-
tion that has, in fact, spoken—however imperfectly—to such needs and
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the fears associated with them: a solution in which neither side is required
to sacrifice what it considers to be a vital need and both are reassured with
respect to their deepest fears. It is in the search for such solurions that
justice enters the picture in nonadversarial approaches to conflict resotution,
such as interactive problem solving. Problem-solving workshops, for ex-
ample, are governed by a no-fault principle, which eschews efforts to estab-
lish who is right and who is wrong from a legal or a moral standpoint.
Although the parties’ differing views of rights and wrongs must be discussed
since they contriburte significantly to the dynamics of the conflict, the as-
sumption is that the partics cannor find a solution by adjudicating these
differing views. Rather, they must move toward a solution by jointly dis-
covering mutually sarisfactory ways of dealing with the issues that divide
them. Insofar as they arrive at a solution that addresses the fundamentat
needs of both parties, justice is being done—nor perfect justice, but enough
to ensure the prospects for a durable peace. Thus, commitment to a solu-
tion that is responsive to the basic concerns of the two parties is the
operationalization of justice in a problem-selving approach.

An interesting implication of a human-needs orientation, first noted by
Johin Burton {(1988), is that the psychological or ontological needs on which
it focuses—needs like identity, security, or recognition—are not inherently
zero-sum. Cne party need not gaio its identity or security at the expense of
the orher. In fact, much of the new thinking about security, exemplified by
the concept of common security, is based on the proposition that each party’s
security is enhanced by the security of the other. Similarly, in a context of
mutual recognition, the identity of one is enhanced by the identity of the
other (Kelman 1987, 358). In intense conflicts, of course, there is a strong
tendency to see these needs as zero-sum and 1o assume that one’s own secu-
rity and identity can be protected or enhanced only by depriving the other
of security and identity. Burt since these needs are nat by nature mutually
exclusive, addressing them may offer possibilities for a mutually satisfactory
solution. If the parties can probe behind their incompatible posirions and
explore the underlying needs that engender these positions, they may be
able to shape an integrative solution that satisfies both sets of needs. Once
such underlying needs have been addressed, issues like teritory or resources—
which are more inherently zero-sum in narure (although also susceptible to
creative reframing)——can then be setrled through distributive bargaining.

A final implication of the wiew that conflict is driven by collective needs
and fears relates (o the question of when the individual becomes the appro-
priate unit of analysis in international relations. Though the needs and fears
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that drive conflict are collectively expressed and must be satisfied at the
collective level, they are experienced st the leve! of individual human be-
ings. To address such needs and fears, therefore, conflict resolution must, ar
sore stage, provide for certain processes that rake place at the level of indi-
viduals and the inreraction between individuzls. One such process is empa-
thy, or taking the perspective of the other, which is essential to any effort ro
move toward an accommodation that takes account of the needs and fears
of both parries. Empathy develops in the interaction berween individuals,
and it is in the minds of individuals that the perspective of the other has 1o
be somehow represented. Crearive problem solving is anather example of 3
process essential to conflict resolution that takes place in the minds of indi-
viduals and in the interaction between them as they move from analyzing
the causes of a conflict to generating new ideas for resolving it. Insight and
learning are further examples of individual-level processes that need to be
part of a larger effort at conflict resolution. Problem-solving workshops and
similar conflict-resolution activities provide a setting in which such pro-
cesses can occur. They contribute to the larger process of conflict resolu-
tion by creating, through the interaction between the participaring indi-
viduals, new insights and ideas thar can be exported into the pelitical debate
and the decision-making processes within the conflicting societies. Thus, a
problem-solving workshop can be thought of as a laboratory—indeed, as a
wotkshop in the lireral sense of the word—where a product is being created
for export. Essentially, workshops represent a special micro-process that pro-
vides inputs into the macro-process of conflict resolution.

Conflict as an Intarsocietal Process

A focus on the needs and fears of the population involved in conflict readily
brings to mind a second social-psychological proposition: that international
conflict is not merely an intergovernmental or interstate phenomenon, but
an intersocietal phenomenon. The contlict, particularly in the case of pro-
tracted ethnic struggles, becomes an inescapable part of daily life for the
members of the opposing communities. The conflict pervades the whole
sociery and its component elements—not only when it takes the form of
explicit violence, but even when the viclence is muted. Thus, analysis of
conflict requires attention not only to its strategic, military, and diplomatic
dimensions, but also to its economic, psychological, cultural, and social -
structural dimensions. Interactions along these dimensions, both within and
berween the conflicting societies, shape the political environment in which
governments function. Intrasocietal and intersocietal processes define the
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" political constraints under which governments operate and the resistance
t0 change thar these produce. For example, the ieaders’ attempts to respond
to public moods, to shape public opinion, and to mobilize group loyalties
often feed the conflict and reduce the options for conflict resolution.

A view of conflict as a process that occurs between two societies imme-
diately prompts us to examine what happens within each society. In particu-
lar, this view alerts us to the role of internal divisions within each society.
Although theories of intemnational relations often treat states as unitary
actors, the socieries thart states or other political organizations represent are
never monolithic entities. Every political community is divided in various
ways, and these internal divisions often play a major role in exacetbating or
even creating conflicts between such polirical communities. The course of
an intergroup conflict typically reflects the intragroup conflicts within both
conflicting groups, which impose constraints on the political leaders. Lead-
ers pursuing a policy of accommodation have to consider the reactions of
opposition elements, who may accuse them of betraying the national cause
or jeopardizing the nation’s existence. They also have to be responsive to
the anxieties and doubrs within the general popularion, which opposition
elements foster and from which they draw support. In all these ways, inter-
nal divisions intraduce severe constraints on efforrs at conflict resolution.

Although the intersocietal nature of conflict contribures to its perpetu-
ation, it also creates certain necessities and opporrunities for conflict reso-
lution. The intemal divisions within each society do indeed impaose serious
constraints on decision makers in the pursuit of peaceful solutions, bur they
also provide them with potential tevers for change. Such divisions chal-
lenge the monolithic image of the enemy that parties in conflict rend ro
hold and enable them ro deal with each other in a more differentiated way.
They can come to recognize that even in a community mobilized for vio-
lent conflict, there may be elements amenable to an altemative approach
who are potential partners for negortiarion. This reality provides the oppor-
tunity, for example, of forming coalitions across the conflict lines—coali-
ticns berween elements on each side that are interested in negotiation.
indeed, problem-solving workshops and related activities can be conceptu-
alized as part of a process of forming precisely such a coalition (Kelman
1993). A coalirion across conflicr lines, however, must of necessity remain
an uneasy coalition. If it became overly cohesive, its members would lose
their ability to influence the political decision making within their respec-
tive communities. By becoming teo closely identified with their counter-
parts on the other side, coalition members might become alienated from
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their own eco-nationals, lose credibility at home, and hence forfeit their
political effectiveness and ability to contribute to another impotrant pre-
condition for conflicr reselution: the development of a new consensus for a
negotiated solution within their own community. If coalitions across con-
flict lines remain sensitive to the need to maintain the members' separate
group identities and credibility at home, rhey represent a potentially effec-
tive way to capitalize on the divisions within the conflicting societies in
the interest of conflict resolution, peacemaking, and, ultimarely, building a
new relationship between the former enemies.

Another implication of an intersocietal view of conflict is thar negoria-
tions and third-party efforts ideally sheuld be directed not merely to a po-
litical settlement of the conflict in the form of a brokered political agree-
ment, but to its resolution. A political agreement may be adequate for
rerminating relatively specific, containable interstate disputes, but it is in-
adequate for conflicts that engage the collective identities and existential
concerns of the sacieties involved. Conflicr resolution in this deeper, more
lasting sense implies arrangements and zecommodations that emerge out of
the interactions between the parties themselves, thar address the needs of
both parties, and ro which the parties feet commirted. An agreement thart is
not widely accepted within the two socieries is unlikely to lead to a durable
peace, What i5 required, in short, is a gradual process conducive to change
in structures and artitudes, to reconciliation, and ro the transformarion of
the relationship berween the two secieties—the development of 2 new re-
lationship that recognizes the interdependence of the conflicting societies
and is open to cooperative, functional arrangements berween them. The
real test of conflict resolution in deep-rooted conflicts is how much the
process by which agreements are constructed and the nature of those agree-
ments contribute to transforming the relationship berween the parties.

Finafly, a corollary of an intersocieral analysis of conflict is a view of
diplomacy as a complex mix of official and unofficial, formal and informal
efforts with complementary contributions. The peaceful termination or
managerment of conflict requires binding agreements that can be achieved
only at the official level. But insofar as we think of conflict as not only an
interstate, but also an inrersocietal affair, many different sectors of the two
societies have to be fruitfully involved in 2 more elaborate, integrated pro-
cess of diplomacy. In this context, unofficial, noncommirtal interactions
can play a complementary role by exploring ways of overcoming abstacles
to conflict resolution and helping to create a political environmenr condu-
cive to negotiation and other diplomaric initiatives (Saunders 1988).



202 HERBERT C. KELMAN

Conflict as a Multifaceted Process of Mutual Influence

Much of international politics enrails mutual influence, whereby each party
seeks to protect and promote its own interests by shaping the behavior of
the other. Conflict occurs when these interests clash: when atrainment of
one party’s interests (and fuifillment of the needs that underlie them) threat-
ens, or is perceived to threaten, the interests (and needs) of the other. In
pursuing the conflict, therefore, the partics engage in rutual influence,
designed to advance their own positions and block the adversary’s. Simi-
larly, in conflict resclution—by negotiation or other means—the parties
exercise influence to induce the adversary to come to the rable, to make
concessions, o accept an agreement that meets their interests and needs,
and to live up to that agreement. Third parties, too, exercise influence in
conflict situations by backing one or the other party, mediating between
them, or maneuvering to protect their own interests.

The typical influence process in international conflict relies on a mix-
wre of threats and inducements, although the balance between negative
and positive incentives varies considerably from case to case. Political ana-
lysts and decision makers often rely heavily, if not exclusively, on the use
and threat of force to exert influence on adversaries. Thus, the U.8.-So-
viet relarionship during the Cold War was framed largely in terms of an
elaborate theory of deterrence-—a form of influence designed 1o keep the
other side from doing what you do not want it to do. In other conflict
relationships, the emphasis may be on compellence—a form of influence
designed to make the other side do what you want it to do. Such cocrcive
strategies are part of the repertoire of influence processes in all domains of
social life, but they entail serious costs and risks, and their effects may be
severely limited. For example, they are likely co be reciprocated by the ather
side and thus lead to escalation of the conflict, and they are unlikely o
change behavior to which the other is committed.

Thus, the effective exercise of influence in international conflict requires
broadening the repertoire of influence strategies, at least to the extent of
combining “carrots and sticks"—of supplementing the negative incentives
that typically dominare international conflict relationships with positive
incentives (see, for example, Baldwin 1971 and Kriesberg 1981, 1982). Posi-
rive incentives may take the form of economic henefits, sharing essential
resources, internarional approval, integration in regional or global instizu-
tions, or 2 general reduction in the level of tension. They are particularly
effective if they meet the other's interests or respond to the other's security
concerns that are at the heart of the conflict, and if they arc part of a
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concerred strategy that invites reciprecation. An example of an approach
based on the systematic use of positive incentives is Osgood's (1962) GRIT
{Graduared and Reciprocared Initiatives in Tension Reduction) strategy.
I his 1977 trip to Jerusalem, Egyptian president Anwar Sadat used a vari-
ant of this straregy by underraking a unilateral initiative based on the
expectation (partly prenegotiared} of Israeli reciprocation (Kelman 1985).
But unlike the GRIT strategy, which starts with small concessions and
graduslly builds on them, Sadat’s strategy in effect started ar the end: “He
made a massive, fundamental concession by accepting the basic principles
of Israel’s position . . . in the anticipation that negotiations would fill in the
intervening steps” (Kelman 1985, 216). GRIT, the Sadart initiative, and
other strategies based on positive incentives have the potential of trans-
forming a conflict into a new relationship in which both parties' needs and
interests are met and continuing differences are resolved by peaceful means.

The view of influence as a multifaceted process emphasizes positive in-
ducements as a useful complement to the negative inducements that pre-
dominate in international conflict—as a strategy that often entails smaller
short-rerm risks and greater long-term benefits than the vse or threat of
force. But it goes further: It alse provides a framewaork for identifying the
types of positive inducements that are most likely to be effective. Effective
use of positive incenrives requires more than offering the other party what-
ever rewards, promises, or confidence-building measures seem most readily
available. It requires acrions that address the fundamental needs and fears
of the other party. Thus, the key to an effective influence strategy based on
the exchange of positive incentives is responsiveness to the other’s concerns.
The parties influence each other by actively exploring ways in which they
can help meet each other’s needs and allay each other’s fears. Responsive-
ness also implies sensirivity to the other’s constraints. It requires thar both
parties explare ways to help each other overcome the constraints within
their respective societies against taking the actions that each warus the other
to take. Responsiveness to the other’s needs and fears is a fairly common
form of influcnce in normal social relations. It is not, however, a strategy
that parties in conflict are normally inclined to use, since it requires them
to explore and carry our acrions designed to benefit the adversary.

The advantage of a straregy of responsiveness is that it alerts parties to
ways of exerting influence on the other through their own actions—through
positive steps (not threats) that are within their own capacity to take. The
process is greatly facilitared by communication between rhe parties to iden-
tify actions that are politically feasible and perhaps not even especially costly
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to one party, but are likely to have an impact on the other. Ultimately, the
effectiveness of a strategy of responsiveness depends on careful adherence
to the principle of reciprocity. One-sided responsiveness cannot sustain it-
self for long.

A key element in an influence strategy based on responsiveness is mu-
nial reassurance, which is particularly cricical in any effore to resolve an
existential conflict. For example, how can the parties to such a conflict be
induced to come to the negotiating table and, once there, to make the
concessions necessary to reach an agreement? Since they are afraid thar
negotiations and concessions might jeopardize their national existence,
mutual reassurance is a major motivating force—along with a mutually hurt-
ing stalemate and mutual enticements.

Negative incentives clearly play a significant role. The negotiation lit-
erarure suggests that parties are often driven to the rable by a mucually
hurting stalemate, which makes negotiations more atrractive than continu-
ing the conflict (Zartman and Berman 1982; Touval and Zartman 1985,
16). Thus, one way of inducing an adversary to negotiate is 1o make the
conflict more painful through the use of threats, military pressure, or other
coercive means. But reliance on such negative incentives has many liabili-
ties: It may push the parties to the table, but does not necessatily make for
praductive negotiations once they get there; and it may reduce the likeli-
hood of achieving an agreement thar is mutually satisfactory and desirable.
Therefore, negative incentives must at least ke complemented by positive
ontes through what Zartman has called “mutual enticement” (see, for ex-
arnple, Zartman and Aurik 1991).

But parties engaged in existential conflicts are afraid to move to the
negotiating table and make concessions even when the status quo has be-
come increasingly painful and they recognize that a negotiated agreement
is in their interest. They worry that negotiations may lead to ever more
costly concessions that will ultimately jeopardize their security, their na-
rional identity, and their very existence. To advance the negotiating pro-
cess under such circumstances, it is at least as important to reduce the par-
ties' fears as it is to increase their pain.

Mutual reassurance can take the form of acknowledgments, symbolic
gestures, or confidence-building measures. To be maximally effective, such
steps need to address the other’s central needs and fears as directly as pos-
sible. When President Sadat spoke ro the Israeli Knesset during his dra-
maric visit to Jetusalem in November 1977, he acknowledged that in the
past Egypt had rejected Israel, refused to meet with Israelis, refused to

SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS 205

exchange greetings. By clearly acknowledging the past hostility and thus
validating the Israelis’ own experiences, he greatly enhanced the credibif-
ity of the change in course that he was announcing. These remarks helped
1o reassure the Israeli public that his offer was sincere and not just a trick to
extract concessions that would weaken Israel’s position in the continuing
confrontation.

At the opening of this visit, Sadat offered a symbolic gesture that had
an electrifying effect on Israelis: As he stepped off the plane, he engaged in
a round of cordial handshakes with the Isrzeli officials who had come to
greet him. The refusal of Arab officials to shake the hands of their Israeli
counterparts had keen prafoundly disturbing ro Israelis throughout rhe vears
of the conflict. It symbolized Arab denial of Israel's tegitimacy and the very
humanity of its people. Sadat’s gesture spoke directly to this deep hurt and
signaled the beginning of a new relationship.

Confidence-building measures may consist of any acts that respond to
the other’s demands or accrue to the other’s benefit, Again, however, they
are particularly effective when they address major grievances and demon-
strate sensitivity to the other’s fundamenzal concerns. Thus, for example,
the closing of military installations and withdrawal of Istaeli troops any-
where in the occupied teritories——despite their limited scope—are con-
crete indicators ro Palestinians that the peace process might ultimately lead
to an end to the occupation and thus reassure them that their leaders have
not embarked on a course thar threatens their national aspirations.

Acknowledgments often have a powerful psychological impact in open-
ing the way to negotiation and accemmodation, even though they are ver-
bal staternents that may not be immediarely translated into concrete ac-
rions. "Acknowledgment” in this context refers to a party’s public
acceptance or confirmation of the other party’s view of its status, its experi-
cnce, its reality. Thus, one party may acknowledge the other's humanity,
nationhood, narional rights, suffering, grievances, interpretation of its his-
tory, authentic links to disputed lands, or commitment to peace. Such ac-
knowledgments do not constitute acceprance of the other's position or ac-
cession to its claims, but ar least they serve to recognize thart there is sorne
legitimacy to these positions and claims and some basis for them in che
other’s experience. Acknowledgments have such a potentially powerful
impact because the history of a conflict is ofren marked by the systemaric
denial of the other’s expetience, authenticity, legitimacy, and even mern-
bership in the human family. These denials create profound fear and inse-
curity, because they undermine the very foundations of the other’s claim o
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- nationhood and challenge the other’s right ro national existence. Acknowl-
edgment of what was heretofore denied is thus an important source of
reassurance to the recipients, because it signals that the other side, having
accepted the legitimacy of their claims, may indeed be ready to negoriate
an agreement thar addresses their fundamental concerns. Under these cir-
cumstances, the parties are likely to feel safer about entering negotiations,
despite the risks and uncertainties, and to make significant concessions. A
good example of this kind of acknowledgment was [sracl's and the Pales-
tine Liberation Organization’s (PLO) mutual recognition in the Seprember
1993 Oslo Accords, which helped create the breakthrough in Isracli-
Palestinian negotiations.

Apart from persuading the parties that their fundamental concerns will
be addressed in the negotiations, acknowledgments may play a more subtle
role in reassuring them that it is now safe to end the confiict even if it
requires major concessions. Acknowledgements do so insofar as they con-
firm the parties’ “national narrarives.” A central element of the Palesrinian
narrative, for example, is that the establishment of Israel constiruted a pro-
found injustice ro the Palestinian people, who were displaced, dispossessed,
dispersed, and deprived of their society and their future. An {sraeli acknowl-
edgment of that injustice, by confirming the Palestinians' national narra-
tive, might allow them to let go of the conflict and accept a compromise
solution even though it would not fully remove the injustice they feel. Ul-
timately, the acknowledgment would vindicate the Palestinians’ view of
history, thus providing a justification for accepting a pragmatic approach so
they can end the struggle and go on with their lives. By contrast, a central
element of the Isracli national narrative holds that the establishment of
Istael was an act of historical justice that enabled the Jewish people to re-
furn to its ancestral homeland after centuries of dispersion and persecution.
A Palestinian acknowledgment of the Jewish people’s historic roots in the
land, by confirming the lIsraclis’ national narrative, might enable them to
let go of their claim to exclusive ownership of the land and accept a for-
mula for sharing it with the Palestinians. Again, the acknowledgmenr would
vindicate their view of history and thus provide a justification for accepting
the realicy of the Palestinian presence and putting an end to the conflict.

in sum, acknowledgments provide reassurance at the levels of both se-
curity and identity. By signaling acceprance of the other’s legitimacy, each
party reassures the other that negotiations and concessions no longer con-
stirute mortal threarts to its security and national existence. By confirming
the ather’s national nararive, each reassures the other that a compromise

SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS 207

does not represent an abandonment of its identity, which is articulared by
its national narrative.

Acknowledgmenrs with the capacity to reassure rhe other are difficult ro
formulate because national narratives of the conflicting parties typically
clash. In confirming the narrative of the orher, each party risks undermin-
ing its own narrative. Therefore, the parties often need 1o “negotiate” their
acknowledgments with each other {perhaps in the context of a problem-
solving workshop)—that is, to engage in a joint process of formularing state-
ments that will reassure the recipient without threarening the issuer (Kelman
1992h). The effectiveness of ather forns of mutual reassurance, such as sym-
bolic gestures and confidence-building measures, may be simifarly enhanced
if they are generared through such an informal “negotiation™ process, in
which the impact on the recipient and the constraints of the issuer ¢an be
considered jointly and balanced. A critical criterion for the maximal eftec-
tiveness of acknowledgments, gestures, and confidence-building measures is
careful adherence to the principle of reciprocity. Reassuring the other is
rarely cost-free; the reassurance involves some concession—or at least is
perceived to do so—and it often generates some domestic criticism. Thus,
it is imporrant that reassurance occur in a context in which the initiator
receives a visible return. Reciprocity itself is a source of mutual reassurance
in that it signals to the parties that their concessions will nor simply be
pocketed by the other, but are likely to advance their own interests.

An influence strategy based on responsiveness to each other’s needs and
fears and the resulting search for ways of reassuring and benefiting each
other has important advantages from a long-term point of view. It does not
merely elicic specific desired behaviors from the other party, but it can con-
tribute to a creative redefinition of the contlict, joint discovery of mutually
sarisfactory solutions, and rransformation of the relationship between the
parties, In terms of my eatlier distinction among three processes of sacial
influence (Kelman 1961; Kelman and Hamilton 198%; see also Rubin 1989),
a strategy of mutual responsiveness is likely to have an impact that goes
beyond compliance, inducing changes ar the level of identification and po-
tentially at the level of internalizarion.

Positive incentives per se have an advantage over negative incetitives
in that they create an atmosphere more conducive to negotiation and pro-
vide greater opportunities for building a new relationship. But if promises,
rewards, and confidence-building measures are offered randomly—essen-
rially as “bribes”-—withour reference to the recipient’s underlying needs and
fears, they are likely to induce change only at the level of compliance (that
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is, a relatively unstable change in public behavior without accompanying
changes in private beliefs).

On the other hand, if positive incentives are used as part of a systematic
strategy of responsiveness and reciprocity, they help develop a working trust
and a valued relationship between the parties. The relarionship becomes
an incentive in its own right, in that the parties will be inclined to live up
to each other’s expectations in order to maintain and extend their new
relationship. in this case, the resuiting influence can be said to be art the
level of identification: The parties are likely to change not only their pub-
lic behavior, but also their private beliefs—at least as long as the relation-
ship remains salient.

As parries develop a relarionship based on responsiveness and reciproc-
ity, they become better able to approach their conflict as a shared dilemma
that requires joint efforrs at analysis and problem solving. A joint problem-
solving appreach is conducive to agreements that are inherently satisfac-
rory to the parties because they meet their fundamental needs, and thar are
lasting because they creare a sense of ownership and commitment. The ne-
gotiation and tmplementation of such agreements can ke characterized as
changes at the fevel of internalization: changes in behavior and beliefs thar
are congruent with the parties’ own values and are relatively stable and
enduring. The gradual transformation of the parties’ relationship, which
makes these changes possible, itself becomes a key element of the murually
satisfactory and stable (that is, “internalized”) outcome of a successful ne-

gotiation.

Conflict as an Interactive Process with an Escalatory,
Self-Perpetvating Dynamic
Conflict is an interactive process, in which the parries change a3 they act
and react in relation ta each other. i inrense conflict relationships, the
nacural course of the inceraction tends to reinforce and deepen the con-
flicr, rather than reduce and resolve it. The interaction is governed by a set
of norms and guided by a set of images that create 20 escalatory, self-per-
petuating dynamic. This dynamic can be reversed through skillful diplo-
macy, imaginative leadership, third-party intervention, and institutional-
ized mechanisms for managing and resolving contlict. But in the absence
of such deliberate efforts, the spontaneous interaction between the parties
is {ikely to increase distrust, hostility, and the sense of grievance.

The needs and fears of parties engaged in intense conflict impose per-
ceprual and cognitive constraints on their processing of new information,
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with the resulting rendency to underestimate the cccurrence and the: possi-
bility of change. In normal human relations, social interaction is the way
in which people derermine what the other needs and expects, assess the
occurrence and possibility of change in these needs and expectations, and
adjust their own behavior accordingly. By accommodating to each other’s
needs and expectations, both participants are able to advance the achieve-
ment of their respective goals. An essential feature of social interaction is
the effort to take account of the other’s purposes, perceptions, intentions,
and expectations by implicitly taking the role of the other on the assurmp-
tion that the other has a mind like one's own, with similar kinds of pur-
poses, perceptions, intentions, and expectations. In intense conflice rela-
tionships, this ability to take the role of the other is severely impaired.
Dehumanization of the enemy makes it even more difficult 1o acknowl-
edge and gain access to the other’s perspective.

The inaccessibility of the other’s perspective contributes significantly to
some of the psychological barriers to conflict resolution described by Ross
and Ward (1995). The dynamics of conflict interaction tend to entrench
the parties firmly in their own perspectives on history and justice. Conflict-
ing parties have particularly strong tendencies to find evidence that con-
firms their negative images of each other and to resist evidence that counters
these images. Thus, interaction not enly fails to contribute to a revision of
the enemy image, but actually helps to reinforce and perperuate it. The
combination of demonic enemy images and virtuous self-images leads to
the formation of mirror images {see, for example, Bronfenbrenner 196and
White 1965), which greatly conrtributes ro the escalatory dynamic of con-
flict interaction, as exemplified by the classical pattern of an arms race.
When one side increases its arms and takes other actions that it considers
defensive, the other interprets these steps as preparation for aggression and
proceeds to increase its arms—presumably in defense against the other's
intended aggression. The first side, however, interprets these steps in tum
as preparation for aggression and further increases its arms, which further
persuades the second party of the othet’s aggressive intentions—and thusa
conflict spiral is set into motion. Interaction guided by such mirror images
of encmy and self creare self-fulfilling prophecies by inducing the partics to
engage in the hostile actions they expect from one another.

Self-fulfilling prophecies are also generated by the conflict norms that typi-
cally govern the intetaction between parties engaged in an intense conflicr.
Expressions in word and action of hostility and distrust toward the enemy
are not just spontaneous manifesrations of the conflict, buc are normatively
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prescribed behaviors. Both {eaders and publics operate under norms that re-
quire them to be militant and unyielding vis-2-vis the other side, accuse the
ather of misdeeds, remain suspicious of their intentions, and deny all justice
to their cause. Political leaders assume that their public’s evaluation of them
depends on their adherence ro these norms and may go out of their way 1o
avoid appearing weak or gullible. These tendencies are reflected in the lead-
ers’ tacrical and strategic decisions, the way they approach negotiations with
the other side, their public pronouncements, and, ultimately, the way they
educate their own publics. For the publics, in tumn, adherence to these norms
is ofren taken as an indicarion of group loyaley; those who acknowledge that
there may ke some justice on the ather side or propose a conciliatory posture
may expose themseives ro accusations of treason or at least naiveté. [n short,
the discourse in deep-rooted conflicts is marked by mutual delegitimization
and dehumanization. Interaction governed by this set of norms—ar the mi-
cro and the macro levels—contributes to escalation and petpetuation of the
conflict. Parties that systematically rreat each other with hostiliry and dis-
trust are likely to become increasingly hateful and untrustworthy.

The dynamics of conflict interaction carry a high probabiliry that op-
portunities for conflict resolution will be missed. As realities change in the
international, regional, or domestic environment, the parties in a long-
standing conflict may well become amenable to compromise. There may
be possibilities for resolving the conflict in ways that are mutually satisfac-
tory——or at least preferable to continuing the struggle. Bur parties caught
up in the conflict dynamics, whose interaction is shaped by the norms and
images rooted in the history of the conflict, are systematically constrained
in their capacity to respond to the occurrence and possibility of change.
The nature of rtheir interaction makes it difficult to communicate the
changes that have occurred an their own side or to notice the changes cn
the other side, and to explore the possibilitics for change thar would serve
both sides’ interests. Conflict resolution efforts, therefore, require prome-
rion of a different kind of inreraction, capable of reversing the escalarory
and self-perpetuating dynamics of conflict: an interaction conducive to shar-
ing perspectives, differentiating enemy images, and developing a language
of mutual reassurance and a new discourse based on the norms of respon-
siveness and reciprocity.

The remainder of this chaprer discusses in somewhar greater detail the
social-psychological processes that contribute to the escalation and per-
petuation of intemational conflict, and concludes with & comment on how
these processes might be reversed in the interest of contlict resolution.
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SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL PROCESSES PROMOTING CONFLICT

The four propositions about the nature of international conflict discussed
so far—especially the view of conflicr as a process driven by collective needs
and fears—suggest the important role of social-psychological factors in gen-
eraring conflict. Social-psychological analysis can be particularly helpful,
however, in explaining why and how, once a conflict has started, powerful
forces are set intc motion that promete the escalation and perpetuation of
that conflict. The role of social-psychological processes it creating or in-
rensifying barriers to conflict resolution is most apparent in deep-rooted
contflicrs aver identity and security. By the same token, social-psychologi-
cal analysis, in heiping to identify and understand these barriers, can also
suggest ways of overcoming them,

The discussion of social-psychological factors that promote internarional
and ethnic conflict will focus on two sets of processes that were introduced
in the preceding section: normative processes and perceptual processes. The
rerm “normative” is used to refer to sccial processes that provide expecta-
tions, support, and pressure to hold on to the conflict, affirm it, and engage
in conflictive behavior. The term “perceptual” is used to refer to cognitive
processes that help to interpret end organize conflict-related information,
particularly informarion bearing on the image of the enemy and each party’s
self-image in relation to the conflict. Normative and perceptual processes
ate clearly interrelated. As we shall see, for example, the normatively pre-
seribed behavior in a conflict relationship is heavily influenced by the im-
age of the enemy: and the enemy image, in i, is itself normatively pre-
scribed. Nevertheless, these two sets of processes are conceptually separable
and provide a convenient basis for organizing the discussion of social-psy-
chological processes. What both sers of processes have in common is that
they create a dynamic that inhibits the perception and occurrence of
change: Despite changing circumstances and interests, parties engaged in
an intense conflict tend ro underestimate the degree 1o which change has
raken place and further change is possible, and to act in ways that reduce
the likelihood of change in their relationship.

The normative and perceptual processes that promote conflict can best
be understooad in the context of the four propositions about the nature of
international conflict presented in the first part of the chapter:

+ First, conflict norms and images are rooted in the collective needs and
fears that drive the conflict,
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+ Second, given its intersocietal nature, conflict is shaped by the norms
and images at rthe level of both the political leadership and the general
public, and by the mutual effect of these two levels on each other.

» Third, conflict norms and images severely limit the range and character
of influence processes employed by the parties.

+ Finally, and most directly, it is the conflict nonns and images on both
sides that create the escatarory, self-perpetuating dynamic that charac-
terizes conflict interacrion.

Normative Processes

A variety of interaction processes occurming at the mass and elite levels
within sccieties engaged in conflict play an important role in the evolving
course of the conflict: formation of collective moads, mabilization of group
loyalties, decision-making processcs, negotiation and bargaining processes,
and processes of structural and psychological commirment. Al these pro-
cesses are governed by a ser of powerful social norms that, in an intense
conflice relaticnship, typically encourage actions and attitudes conducive
ro the generation, escalation, and perpetuation of conflict, and inhibit the
perception and occurrence of change in the direction of tension reduction
and conflict resolution.

Formation of Collective Moads, Public opinion on issues relating to a pro-
rracted conflict (and on foreign policy issues generally) is marked by shifts
in collective mood. At different times, the general mood may be character-
ized by optimism or pessimism, defiance or resignation, anger or concilia-
tion. Moods may shift dramatically in response to major events. Thus, for
example, within the Israeli public, the assassinarion of Prime Minister Rabin
in November 1995 created, along with the national shock and moumning, a
mood of derermination to continue the peace process that had cost the
prime minister his life. Several months later, in February and March 1996,
the series of deadly bombings in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv shifted the public
mood in [srael to one of widespread wariness abour the course of the peace
process. Such moods have a significant effect on political leaders’ sense of
how far they can go in the pursuir of peace, or what they must do to dem-
onstrate their conrinued commitment to pursue the conflict.

Periodic shifts in collective mood underscore the general role of public
opinion as borh a resource and a constraint for political leaders in the for-
eign policy process. Public opinion may work both ways: Public support
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can be a valuable resource in the leaders' pursuit of an aggressive policy as
well as in their search for peaceful alternatives. Similarly, public opposition
or skepticism may constrain leaders from taking hostile initiatives as well
as from making conciliatory moves toward the enemy. In an inrense, pro-
tracted conflict, however, the prevailing norms are more likely 1o encour-
age leaders to choose hostile actions over conciliatory ones. Leaders find it
easier to mobilize public support for escalarory than de-escalatory steps; in
fact, according to the conventional wisdom, leaders at times initiate exter-
nal aggression in order to distract the public from internal failures and boost
their popular support. By the same token, leaders are more constrained in
the pursuit of conciliatory policies than in the pursuit of aggressive poli-
cies—or at least they believe they are. The relationship between leader-
ship and public opinion is often circular: Decision makers play an impor-
tant role in shaping public opinion about a conflict, framing the issues, and
defining the limits of acceprable action. Public opinion then takes on a life
of its own, and at some future time, when the leaders contemplate a change
in policy, they feel constrained by the very views they previously helped
shape. When they pronounce, rightly or wrongly, that “our public will never
accept” this or that action, they may well be referring to actions that they
themselves had publicly declared unacceprable earlier.

Apart from transitory moods, cerrain pervasive states of consciousness
underiie public cpinion in a society engulfed in a deep-rooted conflict. These
states of conscicusness reflect the existential concerns and the central na-
rional narratives that are widely shared within the population. In the s
raeli-Palestinian conflict, for exampie, an undetlying theme in bark peoples’
national consciousness is a profound concern, rooted in their respective
historical experiences, about survival of the group and loss of the home-
land. At the heart of [sraelis’ strong emphasis on security is their experi-
ence of rejection by their neighbors, who have regarded the establishment
of Israel as an illegitimate intrusion of outsiders into the region—in con-
trast to the Israeli narrative of returning to their ancestral homeland after
centuries of exile. The resulting sense of vulnerability is magnified by the
Jewish historical memories of exclusion and persecution, culminating in
the Holocaust. At the heart of Palestinians' strong emphasis on indepen-
dent statehood is their expetience of displacement, dispossession, disper-
sion, and oceupation, and the resulting sense that they have been stripped
not only of their homeland but of their identity as a people. The historical
trauma at the center of Palestinian consciousness is al-nagba (the catastro-
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phe), the Palestinians’ term for the war of 1948 and its consequences for
their society.

In most intense, protracted conflicrs—for example, in the former Yugo-
slavia, Northern lretand, and the Middle East—historical traumas serve as
the poines of reference for current events. There is no question that ambi-
tious, often ruthless, nationalist leaders manipulare memories in order to
whip up public support for their projects. But the fact remains that these
memorties—and rhe assaciated sense of injustice, abandonment, and vul-
nerability——are part of the people’s consciousness and available for manipu-
lation. Moreover, although political leaders may be cynical in using these
public sentiments for their own purposes, they generally share the existen-
rial concerns that underlie pervasive states of national consciousness. Dif-
ferences between leaders and publics—and, for that matter, berween hawks
and doves —diminish in importance when threats to group survival and
identity are rouched off.

The effect of such collective moads is to bring to the fore powerful so-
cial norms that suppert escalatory actions and inhibit moves toward com-
promise and accommodation. When fundamental concems about survival
and identity are rapped, national leaders are more prone to resort to hostile
speech and action, and, if necessary, to go to war in defense of what they
see as their society's threatened values and way of life. And they do so in
the full expectation that the public will support them, despite the risks
entailed. By contrast, these pervasive moods—especially when aroused by
dramatic events, such as bombings or expulsions—inhibit the readiness to
take risks for peace. This tendency appears consistent with the proposition
derived from prospect theory that people are more reluctant to take risks to
achieve gains than to avoid losses (see Levy 1992). Pervasive existential
concerns within a society create a strong inclination to remain vigilan,
distrust the enemy, and avoid any acrion thar might weaken the nation's
defenses. When these existential concems are at issue, the prevailing norms
support extreme caution. Polirical teaders, the general public, and even the
rolitical opposition reinforce one another in adhering to the old, estab-
lished formulas. Change itself comes to be seen as dangerous; there is great
reluctance to experiment with the narion’s very existence.

Beyond contributing to escalation end inhibiting change in the direc-
tion of contlict resolution, the activation of collective fears about national
survival and identity may lead to the extremes of violence and hostility
thar have marked some of this era’s recent ethnic cenflicts. Unscrupulous

Toa
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and fanatical leaders, taking advantage of opportunities to expand their
power and fulfill their nationalist ambitions-—such as the opportunity pre-
sented to Serbian leaders with the breakup of Yugoslavia—may manipulate
collective memories of humiliation and revive old fears (and manufacture
new ones) to instigate and justify hostile acts, which may set an escalatory
process info morion. With active incitement by the leadership, a new set
of norms takes over, whereby members of the other group—including former
neighbors—come to be seen as the reincarnation of historic enemies who
are planning to dominate one’s own group, destroy its way of life, and anni-
hilate its members. Harassing, expelling, and killing them thus corne to be
seen as justified acrs of self-defense and patrioric duty. Small steps, even
the silence of bystanders who may not approve of what is happening but
are not prepared to take an active stand against the conflict norms that
have taken hold, may initiate a continuum of destruction (Staub 1989)
that ends with the kind of ethnic cleansing and genocide witnessed in
Bosnia and elsewhere. Such actions are planned and archestrated by politi-
cal leaders who believe—or persuade themselves, along with their citizenry,
10 believe—that they are saving their people from imminent destruction,
and they are carried our ar various levels of command, with varying mix-
tures of motivarion: obedience to authority, conformity to social pressures,
and immersion in the collecrive sense of threat to naticnal and personal
survival and hostility against the purported source of that threat.

Mobilization of Group Loyatties. Public support, as already noted, is an essen-
tial resource for political leaders engaged in a conflict relationship. Leaders
need assurance that the public is prepared 1o accept the costs and risks that
their policies will inevitably entail. Furthermore, assurance of public sup-
port enhances the credibility of the threats and promises they issue to the
other side. The primary means of gaining public support is the mobilization
of group loyalties.

The arousal of nationalist and patriotic sentiments is a powerful rool in
mobilizing public support. The display of national symbols evokes a strong
emotional reaction, developed in the course of early and continuing social-
ization, which often translates into automatic endorsement of the policies
and actions the leadership defines as necessary. When leaders invoke na-
tional security and national survival as the issues at stake in the contlict,
people are often prepared to make enormous sacrifices that cannot be en-
tirely understood in terms of rational calculations of costs and benefits.
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Thé nation generates such powerful identifications and loyalties because it
brings together two central psychological dispositiens: the needs for self-
protection and self-transcendence (Kelman 1969, 1997).

In principle, group loyalties should be just as available to mobilize sup-
port for policies that entail risks for the sake of peace as for mmm_.nmm?.& poli-
cies that entail risks of war. In practice, however, the dynamics of intense
conflict generally faver efforts to mobilize support for intransigent, hostile
actions. An appeal to defend the nation against an imminent attack is more
compelling than an appeal to seize a promising opportunity. This phenom-
enon represents a special case of the central observation of prospect theory:
Where the expected utilities are equal, people tend to be risk-acceptant to
avoid losses and risk-averse to achieve gains (see Farnham 1992 and Levy
1992). Also, an appeal to defend the nation against imminent attack elic-
its almost unanimous response among members of the population. Even
doves are not immune to such appeals in the short run, although they may
believe that conciltatoty policies are more conducive to national security
and survival in the long run. On the other hand, an appeal to take advan-
tage of an opportunity for peace holds no artraction ro that segment of the
population that equates peace with surrender. Furthermore, ?omomm_m. for
aggressive sctions can more easily rely on the vocabulary of nationalism,
which characteristically marks off the in-group from the out-group to the
detriment of the latter. Proposals for conciliatory actions, even if they are
in one’s own interest, may offend narionalist thinking simply because they
are seen as extending some benefits to the enemy or acknowledging a de-
gree of justice in the enemy's positions.

A central element of group loyalty is adherence to the group’s norms. In
an intense conflict relationship, these norms call for a militant, unyielding,
uncompromising, and suspicious attitude toward the enemy. There is a spe-
cial taboo against any position that implies that the enemy may not be as

implacable as had been assumed or may be undergoing change. Those swro
rake such positions expose themselves to the charge that they are being
naive, if not treasonous, weakening national unity and resclve, and open-
ing the way to surrender. Militancy and intransigence become the mea-
sures of loyalty. Those most militant and unyielding become the Em.maﬂna
points against which all positions are evaluated. Hence, parricularly in situ-
ations of perceived national crisis, the militants exercise ﬁ:mwﬂv.o:_o:mﬂm
power and often exercise a vero over official actions and policies. They
impose severe constraints on the ability of leaders to explore vmmom?_ op-
tions. Even the sociery’s dovish elements are constrained and cautious in
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their analyses and proposals, lest they expose themselves to the accusations
of endangering national security and survival.

When national security and survival are seen to be at stake in a society,
there are strong pressures to conform to the deminant conflict norms. Dis-
sent is considered an act of disloyalty under these circumstances and is of-
ten penalized by exclusion, rejection, and ostracism. To dissent at a rime of
national crisis is seen as rantamount to excluding oneself from the group,
to separating one’s fare from thar of fellow members—a cardinal sin in the
nationalist doctrine. One of the dualities of nationalism is the readiness o
accept fellow narionals unconditionally, as long as they identify themselves
as part of the group, but 10 reject them rotally if they are seen as separating
themselves from the group. The resulting inhibition of dissent on matters
that rouch on national security and survival may create a stare of pluralis-
tic ignorance that further intensifies conformity: Since people with reser-
vations about the dominant policy are reluctant to speak our, and those
who do speak out are quickly marpinalized, potential dissenters are discour-
aged from expressing their views because they see themselves as a tiny mi-
nority confronting a near-unanimous consensus.

In sum, processes of group loyalty in a conflict situation create barriers
to change n the relationship. The criteria by which loyalty is measured,
the disproporticnate power of the militant elements in setting the national
agenda, and the suppression of dissent undermine the exploration of peaceful
alternatives and reduce the options for conflict resolution. The militants
on the two sides reinforce each other by creating self-fulfilling prophecies—
a phenomenon 10 be described more fully in the discussion of perceptual
processes helow. Each confirms the other’s worst expectations and creares
realities that extend and intensify the conflict.

Decision-making Processes. In a conflict situation, decision makers tend o
be inhibited in the search for alternatives and the exploration of new pos-
sibilities, particularly when they are operating in an armosphere of crisis.
A major soutce of reluctance 1o explore new options are the domestic
constraints under which decision makers labor. In view of the political di-
visions within their society, they are constantly looking over their shoul-
ders ro make sure they are not opening themselves up to disabling atracks
from the opposition. In an intense conflict situation, adherence to the con-
flict norms tends to be seen as the safest course of action, For reasons al-
ready discussed, decision makers are likely to see themselves most vutner-
able if rheir policies and actions move toward compromise or even
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communication with the adversary. Since hawkish opposition elements are
often effective in appropriating the definition of group lovalty and national
security and are able ro appeal to the collective memories and fears of widec
segments of the population, they tend ro exercise stronger constraints on
policy than do dovish opposition. elements. Cautious decision makers as-
surne that they are less vulnerable domestically if they stay with the conflict’s
status quo, adhere to a discourse of hostility and distrust vis-a-vis the other
side, or threaten escalatory actions than if they take steps toward accom-
modation and compromise.

The search for alternatives and the exploration of new opticns in re-
sponse to changing realities are further inhibited by institutionalized rigidi-
ties in rhe decision-making apparatus. Decision makers and deciston-mak-
ing bureaucracies operate within a certain framework of assumptions about
the choices available to them, the effectiveness of different strategies, and
the expectations of different constituencies; such assumptions are rarely ques-
rioned and therefore reduce the range of options that are likely to be con-
sidered. In long-standing conflicts, these decision-making frameworks are
shaped by the prevailing conflict noms. Thus, decision makers may take it
for granted, for example, that the two parries’ interests are inherently in-
comparible, that the other side responds only to force, or that their own
public demands a militant posture. Operating under unguestioned assump-
tions of this kind, they are unlikely to recognize the occurrence and possi-
bility of change and to consider policies aimed at resolving the conflict.

Furthermore, decision-making burcaucracies tend to operate with cer-
tain established procedures and technologies; the actions they consider are
those thar they are equipped to carry out. In conflict situations, the dis-
course, skills, and technology for pursuing the conflict are much more readily
available than those geared toward resolving it. The prime example is the
military establishment, which has the weapons systerns, personnel, and op-
erational plans in place and is ready to go into action when the need arises.
Decision makers are, therefore, more inclined to resort to military options
at moments of crisis than to less developed and untried alternatives.

Finally, the micro-processes of action and interaction in crisis decision
making inhibit the exploration of new options. At the level of individual
decision makers, the stress they inevitably experience in situations of cri-
sis—when consequential decisions have ro be made under severe time pres-
sures— has the effect of timiting the number of alternatives they consider
and impelling them to sertle quickly on the dominant response. In intense
conflicts, the dominant response, dictated by the habits and norms of the
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conflict, is likely to be aggressive and escalatory. At the level of deciston-
making groups, crisis decision making often leads to what Janis {1982) has
called “groupthink” processes. In order to mainrain the cohesiveness of the
group, the members studiously avoid any actions that might break the evolv-
ing consensus, Thus, they are reluctant to raise questions, offer criticisms,
and propose different approaches or alternative solutions to the problem.
The group's members reinforce each other in affirming the correctness and
righteousness of the course of action on which their detiberations are con-
verging. The decision-making process under these circumstances is rmuch
more likely to produce policies and actions that perpetuate and escalate
the conflict than innovative ideas for conflict resolution.

Negotiation and Bargaining Processes. Negotiation is possible only when both
parties define the situation, at least at some level, as a win-win, mixed-
motive game. To engage in the process, each must be able to conceive of
some outcome that would be better than the sratus quo. Thus, negotiation
is based on the parties’ recognition that they have both competitive and
cooperative goals. They are competing in that each is trying to maximize
interests that are—or at least are perceived to be—incompatible with the
other’s interests; but they must cooperate in order to continue the “game”
and eventually achieve an agreement that advances both their interests.
Even in a narrow bargaining process thar focuses strictly en the distribu-
tion of {ixed, limited resources, the parties have a common interest in con-
summating the exchange. They must cooperate in devising an ocutcome
that gives each party enough to make the agreement worth its while.
Win-win solutions are particularly difficult 1o atrain in protracted iden-
tity conflicts. Depending on the circumstances, a mutually satisfactory out-
corne might be devised by fractionating the conflict (Fisher 1964), which
may help the parties move gradually toward an overall setclement by first
achieving agreements on a series of less contentious fssues; transcending
the conflict as they focus on superordinate goals that can be achieved only
through joint efforts (Sherif 1958); or redefining the conflict and reframing
the issues in ways that make them amenable to solutions that address the
needs and fears of both parties {Kelman 1996). Ultimartely, success in ne-
gotiating a win-win solution depends on mutual responsiveness, as described
in the eatlier discussion of influence processes. In effect, while pursuing its
own interests, each party must actively seek out ways in which the adver-
sary can also win and appear to be winning. But this is precisely the kind of
effart that is discouraged by the conflict norms; the approach to negotiation
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is dominated by zero-sum thinking, Success in how much one’s own sidle is
winning and appears to be winning is often measured by how much the
other side is losing and appears to be losing.

At the micro-level, negotiators acound the table serve as instructed rep-
resentatives. In an inrense conflict, they evaluate their performance by the
forcefulness with which they present their own case and by their effective-
ness in warding off pressuses to compromise. They are not in a listening
mode; they are unlikely to pay attention to what the other side needs and
how they could help the other side achieve its goals. Indeed, to doso would
violate the conflict norms and might subject the negotiators to criticism
from their awn constituencies and particularly from the damestic opposi-
vion that they are “soft” on the enemy and selling out the naticnal cause.
Nor are they likely to present their own positions in ways that convey what
they need and how the other side can help them achieve it. The interac-
tion does not usually allow the parties to leamn something new or gain a
berter undesstanding of the other’s perspective. Rather, it tends to confirm
old images and to keep the conflict alive. Clearly, it does not contribute 1o
the search for ways in which each party can help the other make valuable
and visible gains. Such a search is further undermined by public reports on
the progress of negotiations. To appeal to its own constituencies, each side
may stress how much it is winning-—at the orher side’s expense. Such pro-
nouncements impose further burdens on the continuing negotiations. In
this respect, secret negotiarions have a considerable advantage, although
their disadvantage is that they usually offer no opportunity to prepare the
public for the changes in the refationship thar are being negotiated.

At the macro-level, the overall strategy for negotiations is often marked
by zero-sum thinking. Even when the parties recognize their cornmon in-
terest in negatiating certain specific issues, they tend to keep an eye on
how the negotiations may affect their relative power advantage. They want
to make sure that, at the end of the day, their own position will be strength-
ened and the adversary’s will be weakened. Such strategic considerations
may undermine the purpose of the negotiations. A strategy that weakens
one’s negotiating partners may reduce both their incentive for concluding
an agreement and their ability to mobilize their own public’s suppott for
whatever agreement is negotiated. It is a strategy that limits the other's
opportunity to make valuable or visible gains. .

As a description of international negoriations in general, the picture
presented here is exaggerated, to be sure. Skilled and experienced negotia-
tors know that if the process is to succeed, the other side must achieve

SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS 221

substantial and visible gains and its leadership must be strengthened. But
the norms governing political behavior in long-standing conflicts strongly
encourage zero-sum thinking, which equates the enemy’s loss with one's
own gain. As a result, even when the parties have concluded thar negotia-
tions are in their own best interest, their actions inside and outside of the
negotiating room often undermine the process, causing delays, setbacks,
and repeated failures,

Processes of Struclural and Psychological Commitment. Conflict creates cer-
tain structural and psychological commitments, which then rake on a life
of their own (see Pruitt and Gahagan 1974 and Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim
1994). The most chvious sources of commitment to the conflict and s
perpetuation are the vested interests in the status quo. A contlict of long
standing and significance to a society—such as that in Northern freland
(see George 1996)—inevitably becomes a focal point for the lives of vari-
ous individuals, groups, and organizations within that society. They benefit
in a variety of ways from the existence and prosecution of the condlicr;
ending it threatens to deprive them of profit, power, status, or raison d'étre.
Such vested interests can be found, for example, in the armaments indus-
try, the military establishment, paramilitary and guerrilla crganizations, de-
fense-related research laboratories, and political groups organized to pursue
the conflict. A vested interest in maintaining the conflict may also de-
velop, to different degrees, in individuals whose careers are built around
the conflict, including political leaders who have played a prominent role
in pursuing the struggle and “conflict professionals”—scholars, wrirers, and
journalists who have specialized in chronicling, analyzing, and perhaps even
resolving the conflict.

There is another source of commitment that is based not on a vested
interest in maintaining the conflict as such, but on an interest in foresrall-
ing a compromise solution. Two rather different examples can be cived from
the Israeli-Palestinian case. Israeli settlers in the occupied terrivories gener-
ally have been opposed to the peace process because they are convinced
that a negotiated agreement would spell the end of their settlement project.
Many Palestinians in the refuges camps in Lebanon and Syria have op-
posed the current peace process because they see 1t as leading to an agree-
ment that will not address their particular needs and grievances.

Vested interests do not necessarily manifest themselves in a direct, cal-
culated way. There are, of course, those who deliberately undermine efforts
at conflict resolution because they do not want to give up the power and
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privilege that depend on continuation of the status quo {although even
they may persuade themselves that they are acting for the good of the na-
tion). In many cases, however, the effects of vested interests are indirect
and subtle. People’s commitment to the perpetuation of the conflice may
motivate their interpretation of ambiguous realities and their choice among
uncertain alternatives. Thus, they may be predisposed to dismiss changes or
possihitities of change on the orher side that might make negortiations prom-
ising, and they may be risk-averse in evaluating initiatives for peace but
risk-acceptant in their support for aggressive policies that might lead o war,

Vested interests and similar structural commitments to the conflict are
bolstered by psychological commitments. People involved in a long-stand-
ing and deep-rooted conflict tend to develop a worldview that includes the
conflict as a central component. Elements of this worldview may be passed
on from one generation tc the next, and attitudes and beliefs about the
conflict may become firmly embedded in the entire structure of one's think-
ing and feeling. In this way, people become committed to the continuation
of the conflict because ending it would jeopardize their entire worldview: it
would force them 10 revise the way they think and feel about significanr
aspects of their national and personal lives. The resistance to change may
be particularly pronounced among inteilectuals, who have more elaborate
cognitive structures in which their views of the conflict are embedded. Thus,
changing their views of the conflict would have wider ramifications for
them,

The image of the enemy is often a particularly important part of the
worldview of people engaged in an intense conflict; it has implications for
their national identity, their view of their own society, and cheir interpre-
tation of history. Thus, for Palestinians to revise their view of lsraclis as
Western intruders in the Middle Fast who will evennizally leave just as the
Crusaders did, or for [sraelis to revise their view of Palestinians as impla-
cable enemies committed to the destruction of Israel, raises many trouble-
some issues about their own past, present, and future. This is one of the
reasons images of the enemy are highly resistant to change and contribure
to the escalatory and self-perpetuating dynamic of conflict.

Perceptual Processes

Perceprual and cognitive processes play a major role in the escalation and
perpetuation of conflict, and create barriers to redefining and resolving the
conflict despite changing realities and interests. Two perceprual processes
that characterize mutual images of parties in conflict can account for this
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effect: the formation of mirror images and the resistance of images to con-
tradictory information. When both parties, in mirror-image fashion, per-
ceive the enemy as harboring hostile intenrions in the face of their own
vulnerability, their interaction produces a self-fulfilling dynamic; under these
circumstances, it is difficulr 1o discover common and complementary inter-
ests. Further, conflict-based interactions—within and between the parties—
inhibir the perceprion and the cccurrence of change in the other, and thus
the opportunity to revise rhe enemy image. These two processes will be
discussed in the remainder of this section.

Formation of Mirror Images. Social psychologists writing abour U.S.~Sovier
relations (Bronfenbrenner 1961 and Whirte 1965} first noted the phenom-
enon of mirror image formation s a characteristic of many conflict rela-
tionships. Both parties rend ro develop parallel images of self and other,
except with the value reversed; that is, the two parties have similarly posi-
tive self-images and similarly negarive enemy images. The core content of
mirror images is basically captured by the good-bad dimension: Fach side
sces itself as good and peaceful, arming only for defensive reasons and fully
prepared to engage in open give-and-take and compromise. The enemy, by
contrast, is seen as evil and hostile, arming for aggressive reasons and re-
sponsive only to the language of force.

A rypical corollary of the good-bad images in protracted conflicts is the
view that the other side's aggressiveness is inherent in its nature: in their
ideclogy (for example, Zionism or PLO nationalism), in their system (for
example, capitalist imperialism or communist expansionism}, in their reli-
gion, or in their national character. On the other hand, if one's own side
ever displays aggressiveness, ir is entirely reacrive and defersive. In the lan-
guage of artribution theory, the tendency on both sides is to explain the
enemy’s aggressive behavior in dispositional terms and one's own in situ-
ational terms {sec Jones and Nishert 1971). To perceive the enemy’s evil
action as inherent in its nature is tantamount to demonization and dehu-
manization of the orher, with all of the dangerous consequences thereof,
Cnce a group perceived as threarening one’s own welfare is excluded from
the human family, almost any action against it—including expulsion, dis-
possession, torture, rape, genccide, and ethnic cleansing in its various
forms—comes ro be scen as necessary and justified (see Kelman 1973).

Anather common corollary of the good-bad image—one that derives
from the viruous self-image—is the assumption on cach side that the en-
emy knows very well we are not threatening them. Our own basic decency
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and peacefulness, and the provocation to which we have been subjected,
are so obvious to us that they must also be obvious to the other side (see
the discussion of naive realism in Ross and Ward 1995). Thus, the assump-
tion is that rthey see us as we see ourselves —when in fact they see us as we
see them. As we shall see, this feature of the mirror image process contrib-
utes significantly to the escalatory dynamic of conflict interaction.

Anothet, though less common element of the mirror image is the "evil-
ruler” image, which White (1965, 1968) has described in the contexr of
U.5.-Soviet relations. A distincrion is made between mass and elite levels
on the “enemy’s” side: The people are basically decent but have been mis-
led, brainwashed, or intimidated by their rulers. By contrast, there is cora-
plete harmony between rulers and citizens on “our” side. A related ele-
ment, often found in mirror images—as, for example, in the
Israeli-Palestinian case—is the view that, in contrast to the genuine unity
on one’s own side, the enemy’s unity is artificial and sustained only by its
leaders' keeping the conflict alive.

Apart from such generic features of mirror images, which atise from the
dynamics of intergroup conflict across the board, mirror images in any given
case may reflect the dynamics of rhe specific conflict. Thus, a central fea-
ture of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict over the years has been mutual de-
nial of the other’s national idenrity, accompanied by efforts to delegitimize
the other’s national movemenr and claim to nationhood (see Kelman 1978,
1987). Other mirror images that have characterized the Israeli-Palestinian
and other intense ethnic conflicts (such as those in Bosnia and Northern

Ireland) are

* Murual fear of national and personal annihilation, anchored in the view
thar the project of destroying one’s group is inherent in and central to
the other's ideclogy

* A mutual sense of victimization by the other side, accompanied by a
tendency to assimilate the images of the enemy 1o the image of the his-
rorical enemy and the current experience of victimization to the collec-
tive memories of past experiences

* A mutual view of the enemy as a source of the negative components of
one’s own identity, such as the sense of humiliation and vulnerability

While mirror images are an important and centzal feature of the dynam-
ics of conflict, the concepr requires several qualifications, particularly since
it is often taken to imply that conflicts are necessarily symmerrical—an
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idea vehemently rejecred by the parties engaged in conflict. The mirror
image concept implies that certin symmetries in the parties’ reactions arise
from the very nature of conflict interaction, and that it is important to
understand them because of their role in escalating the cenflict. There is
no assumption, however, that all images of self and enemy are mirror im-
ages. In the Israeli-Palestinian conflicr, for example, both sides agree that
Israel is the more powerful party in this particular conflict (although Israe-
lis point out that their conflict has been not only with the Palestinians bue
with the entire Arab world). Furthermore, there is no assumption thar the
images on the two sides are equally inaccurate. Clearly, the mirror image
concept implies that there is some distorzion, since the two views of reality
are diametrical opposites and thus cannot both be completely right. It is
also presumed thar there is probably some distortion on each side because
both sides’ perceptions are affected by the conflict dynamics. This does not
mean, however, that hoth sides manifest equal degrees of distortion.

A third qualification is that the mirror image concept does nor imply
empirical symmetry between the two sides. There is no assumption that
the historical experiences or the current situations of the two sides are com-
parable on all or even the most important dimensions. To take one impor-
tant dimension as an example, many conflicts are marked by asymmetries
in power between the parties, which have significant effects on the parties’
perceptions of the conflict (Rouhana and Fiske 1995). Finaily, the mirror
image concepr does not imply moral equivalence in the positions of the
two parties. To note the symmetry in the two sides’ perceptions of their
own moral superiority is not to postulate moral symmerry in their claims or
their acrions. Thus, for example, one can point to many rmirror images in
the relationship between Serbs and Muslims in Bosnia and still make the
moral judgment that it is the Serbs who are guilty of genccide.

With these qualifications in mind, one can trace the common tendency
amang parties in conflicr to form mirror images to the dynamics of the
conflict relationship irself. Since cach party is engaged in the conflict and
subject to similar forces generared by thar engagement, parallelism in some
of their images is bound to develop. Parallel images arise out of the motiva-
tional and cognitive contexts in which parties in conflict generally eper-
ate: Motivationally, each side is concerned wirh “leoking good” when blame
for the conflict events is being apportioned; political leaders, therefore, feel
a strong need to persuade themselves, their own pecple, the rest of the
world, and future historians thar the blame rests with the enemy-—that
their own cause is just and their own actions have been entirely defensive
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in nature. Cognitively, each side views the conflict from its own perspec-
tive and-—painfully aware of its own needs, feats, historical traumas, griev-
ances, suspicions, and political constraints—is convinced that it is acting
defensively and with the best intentions. Furthetmore, each side assumes
thar this is so self-evident that it must be equally clear to the enemy; signs
of hostility from the enemy must therefore be due to its aggressive intent.

When both sides are mativated to deflect blame from themselves and
convinced that their own good intentions are as clear to the other as to
themselves, mirror images are formed. Mirtor images increase the danger of
escalation, as illustrated in the earlier discussion of arms races. They pro-
duce a spiraling effect because each side interprets any hostile action by
the other as an indication of aggressive intent against which it must defend
itself, and its own reactions—whose defensive nature, it assumes, should be
obvious to the enemy —are taken as signs of aggressive intent by the other.
The effect of mirror images is accentuated insofar as the enemy’s ideclogy
or national character is perceived to be inherently aggressive and expan-
sionist, since this essentialist view provides a stable framework for explain-
ing the other’s behavior. In addition to their escalatory effect, mirror im-
ages tend to make conflicts more intractable because the sharp contrast
between the innocent self and the aggressive other makes it difficult to
break out of a zero-sum conception of the conflict.

However, the concept of mirror images may be a useful tool in conflict
resolution. Under the proper circumstances—such as thase that problem-
solving workshops try to create—the parties may gradually come to recognize
the conflict-induced parallelisms in rtheir views. The fitst and relatively easy
step is to discover that one’s own actions are perceived differently by the
other side than they are by oneself. This, in turn, can open one up to the
possibility that the reverse may be true: that one’s perceptions of the othet’s
actions may be different from the other’s self-perceptions. Thus, the parties
may gain access to each other's perspective and insight into the effects that
such two-directional differences in perception can have on the course of the
conflict. Such discoveries may encourage the parties to focus on the need for
murual reassurance about each other’s intentions and set a de-escalarory pro-

cess in motion.

Resistance of imdges to Confradictory Information. Conflict images are highly
resistant to new information that challenges their validity. The persistence
of such images inhibits the perception of change and the expectation of
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furure change that might create possibilities for conflict resolution and thus
helps to perpetuate the conflict.

A great deal of social-psychological theorizing and research has addressed
the general phenomenon of the persistence of attitudes and beliefs in the
face of new informacion that, from an outside point of view, is clearly con-
tradictory—information that should ar least call the existing attitudes into
question but is somehow neutralized or ignored. This is not to say that
attitudes never change; indeed, there is considerable evidence that indi-
viduals’ and societies’ atritudes constantly change—sometimes gradually,
sometimes drastically—in response to new events and experiences. But
change always faces some resistance: The continuing struggle berween forces
for stability and forces for change is one of the hallmarks of attitudes. Re-
sistance is motivared in the sense that people tend te hold on to their arti-
tucles because thase actitudes perform certain important functions for them.
Beyond that, however, resistances are built into the very functioning of
atritudes: Since attitudes help shape our experiences and the way new in-
formation is organized, they play a ole in creating the conditions for their
own confirmation and for avoiding disconfirmarion. Research has focused
on several types of mechanisms that account for resistance to contradictory
information: selectivity, consistency, attribution, and the self-fulfilling
prophecy.

The concepts of selective exposure, selective perception, and selective
recall all point to the fact that our attitudes help determine the kind of
information that is available to us. Qur political attitudes, for example, de-
termine the organizations we join, the mectings we attend, and the publica-
tions we receive. Consequently, we are more likely to be exposed to infor-
mation that confirms cur views than to informarion that contradicts them.
We also tend ro seek out confirmatory information because we enjoy it more,
rrust it more, and find it more useful—for example, to support our view in
subsequent discussions. Furthermore, we aee more likely to perceive the in-
formation to which we are exposed in a way that is congruent with our
initial arritudes, because these attitudes create expectations for what we will
find and provide a framework for making sense of it. Finally, we are more
tikely to remember confirmatory information because we have a preexisting
framework into which it can be fit and because we are more likely to find it
useful. These selection processes also operate in interpersonal and inter-
group relations, We are less likely to communicare with people whom we
disfike; as a result we have less opportunity to make new observations that
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might conceivably lead to a revision in our attitudes. Similarly, our initial
attitudes—sometimes based on first impressions or group labels—create ex-
pectations that affect our subsequent observations and provide a framewark
for how we perceive the person’s behavior and what we recall about it.

Cognitive consistency has received a great deal of attention in experi-
mental social psychology. Among the different models explored in numer-
ous studies, the two most influential ones have been Heider’s (1958} theory
of cognitive batance and Festinger's (1957) theory of cognitive dissenance.
The general assumption of the various consistency models is chat inconsis-
tency between different cognitive elements (for example, between feelings
and beliefs about an object, between our attitudes and our actions, or be-
tween our attitudes and the attitudes of important others) is an uncomfort-
able psychological state. It creares rension, which we seek to reduce by
whatever means are most readily available to restore consistency.

The role owno:ﬂﬂm:ﬂ\ mechanisms in reaction t new information is
rather complex. Inconsistent information is often an important instigator
of change in atritudes and behavior, provided the information is compel-
ling and challenging and sirvational forces motivate the person to seck out
new infarmarion. At other times, however, consistency mechanisms serve
to reinforce selective exposure, perception, and recall: People screen out
information that is incongruent with their existing attitudes and beliefs
and thus maintain cognitive consistency. This is especially likely ro hap-
pen when the existing attitudes are strongly held and have wide ramifica-
rions—as is the case with enemy images.

Attribution theory continues to be a central focus for research on social
cognition. This theory addresses the ways in which people explain their
own and others’ behavior—how they assess the causes of behavior. One of
the key distinctions in the field has been between dispositional and situ-
ational attributions: The perceived cause of a particutar action may be placed
in the actor’s character or underlying narure, or in situational forces (Jones
and Nisbett 1971). When observing the behavior of others, people have a
strong tendency to make dispositicnal attributions—to commit what has
heen called “the fundamental atcribution error” (Ross 1977). On the other
hand, when explaining the causes of their own behavior, people are much
more likely to make situational attributions, because they are aware of the
many pressures and constraints that affect their behavior ar any given time
and place. As it tumns out, however, in both interpersonal and interna-
tional relations, these artributional tendencies depend on the nature of the
actor and the action. When people explain their own behavior or that of
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friends and allies, they tend to make dispositional attributions for positive
acrs and sitvational ateributions for negarive acts; when they explain the
behavior of enemies, they are inclined to do the reverse (Heradstveit 1981),
Thus, ateribution mechanisms, apain, promote confirmation of the original
enemy image. Hostile actions are atrribured dispositionally and thus pro-
vide further evidence of the enemy’s inherently aggressive, implacable char-
acter. Conciliazory actions are explained away as reactions to situational
forces——as tactical maneuvers, responses to external pressure, or temporary
adjustments to a position of weakness—and therefore require no revision
of the criginal image.

The concepr of the self-fulfilling prophecy refers to the effect of expecta-
tions about another person or group on the other’s actual behavior. Our
expectations are communicated, perhaps subtly and unconsciously, in the
way we approach others in the course of interaction. In deing so, we often
create conditions that cause others to behave in line with our expectations—
to take on the roles in which we have cast them (Weinstein and
Deutschberger 1963). For example, a party that enters negotiations with the
expectation that the other side will be unyielding may be particularly rough
in its own demeanor and present proposals that the other is bound to reject,
thus living up to the original expecrations and confirming the ariginal atri-
tudes. When the interaction berween conflicting parties is characterized by
mirror images and mutual expectations of unproveked hostitity, it produces
self-fulfilling prophecies thar escalate the conflicr, as described earlier.

The mecharisms that account for resistance to disconfirming informa-
rion—selectivity, consistency, attribution, and self-fulfilling prophecy—are
particulacly powerful in a conflict relazionship for several reasons. First, im-
ages of the enemy and conflict-related self-images are central aspects of the
national consensus. The earlier discussion of the normative processes that
operate in a society engaged in an intense conflict pointed to the strong
social pressures toward mainteining uniformiry of opinion, especially in a
crisis atmosphere. These pressures, as we have seen, prevail in both small
decision-making groups and the larger sociery. Softening the image of the
enemy breaks the consensus and invites accusations of distoyalty. The mili-
tant elements resise a revision of the enemy image because they see it as
weakening the national resolve, lowering defenses, and signaling a read iness
for hazardous compromise. Their objections may have a broad appeal be-
cause of the widely shared notion that the risks of underestimating the
enemy’s hostility are more dangerous than rhe risks of overestimating it {and
thus underestimating the opportunities for peace); only the former invokes
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the charge of disloyalty. In sum, the mechanisms of resistance to disconfirming
information are reinforced by normative pressures in a conflict sieuation.
Second, enemy images are especially resistant to disconfirmation because,
in a conflict relationship, the oppartunities for taking the perspective of the
other side are limited, and the capacity for doing so is impaired. In normal
social interaction, participants’ mutual attitudes often change in response
to new information they acquire andfor evaluare by temporarily assuming
each other’s perspective. However, interaction amang parties in conflict—
if it occurs at all—is governed by the conflict norms. Under these circum-
stances, the empathy required for taking the other’s perspective is difficult
to achieve and is, in fact, frowned upon. As a resulr, a party’s analysis of its
enemy’s society is dominated by that party’s own perspective. [n the Arab-
Istzeli case, for example, the parties tend 1o overestimate how much each
knows abourt the other’s intentions and concerns: Parties estimates of what
the other knows are based on what they themselves know (an important
source of the escalatory effect of mirror images, as noted earlier). Other con-
sequences of looking at the other primarily from one’s own perspective are

* The inability to differentiate among various strara and segments of the
othet society and a tendency to categorize it in terms of one's own con-
cerns (for example, pro-PLO versus anti-PLO Palestinians, Zionist ver-
sus anti-Zionist Israelis) rather than the society’s internal dynamics

* A self-centered view of the other sides’ opposition, equating them with
supporters of one’s own cause (which is bound to lead to disappoint-
ment once one discovers that even the dovish opposition elements have
not switched sides)

* A self-centered view of the other’s ideology that considers the destruc-
tion of one’s own national existence as the entire meaning and sole pur-
rose of the orher side’s national movement

These and similar failures to rake account of the other’s perspective reduce
the impacr of porentially new informarion. Lacking the appropriate context,
the parties may not notice or adequately appreciate the varieties, changes,
and signs of flexibility in the other side’s views.

Third, the resistance of enerny images to disconfirmation is magnified by
strong beliefs concerning the unchangeability of the enemy. Such beliefs are
typically part of the mirror image, which regards the enemy’s hosrility as in-
herent in its ideology and character (that is, the mirror image attributes such
hostility to dispositional causes). Thus, for many years, both Israclis and
Palestinians insisted that therc had been no real change in the enemy’s
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position, only tactical maneuvers; many still maintain that view today. One
reason for underestimating the amount of change on the other side is that
the two parties use different anchors in assessing movement. The side taking
a given action measures the amount of change it represents in terms of how
far it has moved from its original position; the other side measures it in rerms
of how close it has come to its own position. Thus, in the Palestinian view,
the 1974 decision of the Palestine Narional Council to accept a “national
authority” on any part of Palestine that is liberated represented a major
change—one that was bitterly contested and divided the movement, since it
was seen as a step toward a two-stare solution. [sraelis, however, saw no sig-
nificance in this move because it was still a long way from recognizing lsrael
and ending the armed struggle. Not only do parties in conflict——starzing from
different reference points—find it difficult to perceive change in the enemy,
but they often Lelieve that there will not and cannor be any change in the
enemy’s position. They give greater credence to history and formal documents
than to the ongoing and evolving polirical process. They therefore consider
it dangerous or even treasonous ro propose that the enemy has changed or
will change and see no way to exert influence and encaurage change other
than by force—"the only language the enemy understands.” Such a ser of
beliefs is nor easily penetrated by new information suggesting that there has
been change in the enemy camp and thar further changes are in the offing.

Despite all the reasens why conflict images are particularly resistant to
contradictory information, they are not immurable. Social-psychological
evidence suggests that they can change, and historical evidence shows that
they do change. The challenge for scholars and practitioners of interna-
tional conflict resolution is to devise the means to overcome their resis-
rance to change.

CONCLUSION

Social-psychological analysis can contribute significantly o the study of
internarional relations by providing some handles for conceptualizing
change in the world system and in the relationships among its various com-
rorents. To be sure, there are powerful forces—hiscorical, geopolirical, strue-
tural, and institutional—that lend stability and conrinuity to the interests
of nation-states and their alliances, and hence to the conflicts that result
from the defense or advancement of these interests. Indeed, as the preced-
ing section has argued, social-psychological processes contribute in their
own way to the resistance to change characteristic of inrernarional
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conflict by entrapping the parties in a pattern of interaction with an esca-
fatory, self-perpetuating dynamic. Nevertheless, despite the forces that con-
tinually feed conflicts and keep them alive, international conflict is targely
a dynamic phenomenon. The relationships between nations have always
been changing, but in recent decades change has become more rapid and
all-encompassing. Technological, demographic, economic, and environmen-
tal factors have contribured ro the crearion of new interests, new alliances,
new actors, and new institutions at the naticnal, international, and global
levels. These changing circumstances represent many possibilities for gen-
erating new conflicts-—but also for resolving old conflicts.

By focusing on the social-psychological dimensions, one can often gain
insight into the causes and impact of change and the ways of premoting
change at the level of rhe national and intemational systems, precisely be-
cause it becomes possible to approach these systemic processes from the
perspective of a different level of analysis. The psychological processes by
which decision makers and political elites define national interests and
frame the issues in conflict, by which publics develop a coliective readiness
for pursuing either war or peace, and by which both leaders and publics on
the two sides in interaction with each ather create an atmosphere and dis-
course conducive to mutual hostility or mutual accommodation illuminate
the precise ways in which changes in public policy and state action may be
resisted, facilicated, or deliberately induced. The motivations, perceptions,
and emotions characterizing the behavior and interaction of individual ac-
tors at any given rime are, of course, heavily determined by the necessities
and cpportunities created by events and changes at the macro-level. But
analysis of these micra-level processes in turn provides a lever for under-
standing and predicting when and how change ar the macro-level is likely
o occur and whart kind of change it is likely ro be, and for creating the
conditions that promote change in the direction of conflict resolution.

Creating these conditions requires changes in the habitual ways of think-
ing, acring, and interacting in any given conflict and, indeed, in the inter-
national system as a whole: promoting changes in collective consciousness
that center around a shared vision of a peaceful world; redefining the criteria
for group loyalty; counteracting the pressures that make militancy and ag-
gressive posturing the politically “safest” course for decision makers. to fol-
low; moving from zero-sum thinking to a win-win approach in negotiation
and bargaining; creating structural and psychological commitments o a
peaceful, cooperative relationship; breaking the conflict spirals initiated by
mirror images; and changing communication patterns to allow new
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information to challenge old assumptions. Promoting such changes is the
task of diplomacy in all its varieries, of public education, and of institutional
development. It is certainly not an easy task, but the possibilities for change
are always present, given the dynamic character of internarional canflict.
Conflict resolution efforts must be geared roward discovering rhe possi-
bilities for change, identifying the conditions for change, and overcoming
the tesistance to change. Such an appteach to conflicr resolution calls for
best-case analyses and an arritude of strategic optimism {Kelman 1978, 1979)

not because of an untealistic denial of malignant trends, but as part of 4
deliberate strategy to promore change by actively searching for and accentu-
ating wharever realistic possibilities for peaceful resolution of the conflice
might be on the horizon. Optimism, in this sense, s part of a strategy de-
signed to create self-fulfilling prophecies of a positive nature, balancing the
seif-fulfitling prophecies of escalarion created by the pessimistic expecrations
and the worst-case scenarios ofien favored by maore traditional analyses
(Kelman 1992z, 89).

The barriers ro conflicr resolution are strengthened by the escalatory,
self-perpetuating dynamic that characterizes the interaction between con-
flicting parties. To overcome these barriers requires the promotion of z dif-
ferent kind of interaction, one rthat is capable of reversing this conflict dy-
namic. At the micro-level, problem-solving workshops and similar
approaches to conflict resolution can contribure to this objective by en-
couraging the parties to penetraze each other'’s perspective, to differentiare
their image of the enemy, to develop a de-escalatory language and ideas for
mutual reassurance, and to engage in joint preblem solving designed to
generate ideas for resolving the conflicr that are responsive to the funda-
mental needs and fears of both sides. At the macro-level, reversal of the
contlict dynamic depends on the establishment of a new discourse among
the parties, characterized by a shift in emphasis from power politics and
threat of coercion to murual responsiveness, reciprocity, and openness to a
new refationship.
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