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Stuck to the door of the office we shared for many years at the University of 

Maryland are two photos. In the first one, taken from Time Magazine, Manuel is 

looking through a huge hole in the wall of his house in Bet Jala. He had returned 

home from the U.S. only three days before it was taken, in July 2003. It was the 

middle of the second Intifada and the Israeli army had been making regular incursions 

into the Occupied Territories and armed Palestinian militias were regularly retaliating 

from the houses of Bet Jala. That night, there was shooting in nearby Gilo. The Israeli 

Army responded by firing a T.O.W. missile at Bet Jala. Ten minutes before the 

missile hit, Manuel’s children were frightened by the shooting from Gilo, so the 

whole family took refuge in the basement of his home. When the missile hit, none of 

them actually knew what had happened. The noise was tremendous, the children were 

screaming and everyone was confused. Manuel and his wonderful late wife Samira 

went upstairs for a moment to the kitchen, but there was so much dust in the air they 

couldn’t see a thing. It was only when they heard the sirens of a fire engine that they 

realized they had been hit. The Palestinian police arrived and advised them to leave 

the house in case another missile was on the way, so they went to Samira’s parents’ 

house. Then the whole family went to church to thank God for their safety. There was 

a lot of damage—the front wall, upper floor and front gates were all hit—but 

thankfully, there were no injuries in Manuel’s family, or among his neighbors.  

 

When Edy was brought the magazine, he was in shock. At first, at long-distance, he 

did not know what shape their house was in, nor whether the whole family had 

survived. Edy was not sure how best to express his concern and support for them. 

Writing allows a more carefully thought out expression of shared grief, but he 



wondered whether an email or a fax to Manuel’s office at Bethlehem University 

would even reach him. On the other hand, a telephone call would be faster and more 

immediate. But would Manuel want to talk to him about an incident provoked by his 

own people?  In the end, Edy decided to call Manuel, express his concern about their 

wellbeing, and make a similar offer to help. The Hassassians had many Jewish friends 

that would feel somehow relieved if they could participate, if not physically, at least 

financially in the rebuilding effort. But Manuel’s answer was also a firm “no thanks.” 

He assured Edy that his family was all right, and that was what counted most. He 

added that he was angry at Israel. Given their commitment to nonviolence, Manuel 

and Samira thought such things somehow shouldn’t happen to them. The incident left 

a psychological impact on Manuel’s children, especially the younger ones, who later 

had nightmares and woke up screaming in the night. It took Manuel and his family 

almost a year to overcome it. But he assured Edy, not surprisingly, that such events 

would not negatively affect his determination to work for an end to such senseless 

violence. 

The other photo on our office door is of a memorial at the Nancy Reagan Plaza on 

Mount Scopus in Jerusalem, just a few steps away from Edy’s former office at the 

Hebrew University. The monument had been built in remembrance of nine students 

and staff killed July 31, 2002 by a bomb that a Hamas militant left in a backpack on a 

table of the Frank Sinatra cafeteria sharing the Plaza.  The bomber, it turned out, was 

a manual worker at the Hebrew University. Edy recalled him painting the staircase of 

his Truman Institute building the previous summer. A Hamas militant, when caught, 

he confessed to have put the backpack with the explosive on top-- and not under--a 

table, so that it could hit as many as possible. In all, 85 people were injured in the 

bombing, nine killed.  



 

Our friends at the University of Maryland already knew the story behind the photos, 

and have an almost protective attitude toward us. Among students and colleagues who 

do not know us well, the photos generate a mixture of surprise and pride. And no 

doubt a few of the people who pass by our door are shocked to see the Middle East 

conflict brought so close to home in vivid images.  

 

Unlike the usual inspiring mementos our colleagues display in their offices, ours seem 

to underline and dramatize the conflict that divides us. But for us, the photos have a 

different significance. They remind us of what unites us: our shared committed to find 

common ground in the conflict that has pitted our societies against one another for 

more than a century. 

 

We, a Palestinian and Israeli academic, began more than two decades ago team-

teaching a course at the University of Maryland, College Park. We avoided naming 

the course with the usual “The Israeli/Palestinian Conflict,” and preferred to ascribe a 

more forward-looking and open-ended title, “Conflict Resolution: the 

Israeli/Palestinian Experiment.” Our hesitation to continue referring to it as a 

“conflict” matured as we realized how this term pointed to a deterministic adversarial 

outcome. Based on this long, unusual, and successful teaching experience, several 

lessons have been derived that readers will hopefully find illuminating given the 

prevalence of one-sided or often mutually antagonistic ways of approaching and 

understanding the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. 

 

A preemptive apology is in order. The authors of this chapter have not followed till 

recently the  area of educational foundations and are now learning about the current 

status and potential for the first time. Yet, as we consider the purposes of its 



interdisciplinary scope, we posit that the concept of social scientists team-teaching a 

conflict across the divide has the potential to be added to the expanding innovative 

paradigms of educational foundations. With the changing patterns of violent or 

potentially violent conflicts from within and among states, the domestic relevance of 

such a pedagogic approach seems clear. From ethno-political wars prevailing now 

back home in the Middle East to the pro-life versus pro-choice debate in the United 

States, there are comparable tangible and non-tangible features amongst these 

conflicts, such as religion and the distortion of objective realities by the subjective 

perception of the “Other”. In short, we believe that studying the lessons learned from 

our team-teaching across the divide of our own conflict has application in a variety of 

educational contexts.  

 

We have arrived at a place where our course has proved its endurance and success, 

and now we are looking to find out whether any similar endeavors have been made in 

team teaching our Arab/Israel conflict. For two summers in the early 1980s, Prof. 

Kaufman (hereafter Edy) tested at UCLA the potential of this methodology together 

with a Palestinian colleague, Prof. Nafez Nazzal. The immediate impact inside and 

outside campus was unexpected and garnered wide publicity (Los Angeles Times, 

CNN). But, perhaps the time was not as yet “ripe”. At that time, the academic 

mainstream in the Arab world opposed “normalization”. Furthermore, before the first 

Palestinian uprising or Intifada, the incipient Israeli/Palestinian academic cooperation 

centered in Jerusalem stayed under the radar. Ours was high profile. Several impasses 

made the continuity of this experiment problematic, so we departed from each other 

for more than a decade. We met again during the difficult circumstances of the 

violence that erupted in Jerusalem with the outbreak of the Second Intifada. 

 



Prof. Hassassian (hereafter Manuel) has been team-teaching with Edy at the 

University of Maryland since 1993. Team teaching the conflict in the Holy Land—the 

real place and in real time—is a major challenge, and we have done it only once. At 

this time, triggered by the Boycott De-investment and Sanctions (BDS) worldwide 

campaign, the Palestinian Council of Higher Education has stopped any official links 

with Israeli universities as long as the occupation of Palestinian Territories continues. 

A group of academics representing both sides of the conflict has attempted to find 

common ground for teaching and research under the present circumstances. Their 

efforts have resulted in a code of ethical guidelines, but this is a larger issue that has 

been explored elsewhere. In short, we are not aware of any similarly prolonged 

experiences of team-teaching across the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and while, until 

now, we did not systematically research other ethno-political disputes, our experience 

team-teaching may be, longitudinally speaking, the richest so far.  

 

Our course first began at the University of Maryland’s Center for International 

Development and Conflict Management (CIDCM) following a conference and the 

publication of a book jointly edited and with contributions from five Arabs and five 

Jews. Through the Department of Government and Politics, this course has become a 

regular feature of the University of Maryland’s (UMD) summer offerings. Now it is 

also co-sponsored by Israel Studies, and it has been made a GENED general 

education, campus-wide elective and in 2016 will be also available online. We have 

actively promoted it among Jewish and Muslim/Arab/Palestinian student 

organizations, which also is from where we usually recruit our two teaching 

assistants.  

 



Currently, the course engages a variety of techniques: analysis of news items 

pertaining to the conflict in its current stage; viewing of documentary films made in 

Israel/Palestine that address aspects of the conflict and its impact on the everyday 

lives and perspectives of its inhabitants; the use of role playing exercises designed to 

engage students in an active understanding of the different parties involved in the 

conflict; and the use of brainstorming techniques to encourage creative thinking 

toward possible solutions. The course uses as its primary tool for engaging students in 

the issues surrounding the conflict a model of debate and dialogue within conflict 

situations known as the ARIA model. The ARIA model consists of three stages. In the 

first stage, representatives of each side of the conflict state their respective positions. 

Exchanges among representatives are often aggressive, accusatory, and do not involve 

active listening but talking across purposes. The point of the adversarial approach is 

for both sides to release tensions in order to express their anger, articulate their own 

“truth” (even if they only reveal the “half-truth”, and do not concede any rights to the 

other side), and to progress toward understanding. The second stage, the reflexive 

stage, challenges participants to articulate the reasons behind their slogans and to 

identify the root causes of their anger. Why are such statements coming to the fore? 

Usually, it is not easy to articulate coherently the needs of a particular side (especially 

if students are simulating the positions of the conflict). The experimentation with 

methods of active listening generates the proper dynamics for this stage. Finally, in 

the integrative stage, participants engage in a search for common ground. In this 

stage, they work as cross-national teams as they tackle the issues in preparation for 

brainstorming solutions. Once they are trained in the use of this technique, the 

experimentation is fluid, and if time permits, we move to small group evaluations of 

the most popular ideas resulting from the brainstorm. In small groups, students 



reframe the issues, and they eventually bring them back to the larger class where the 

teachers facilitate the search for consensus.  

 

We define ourselves as mainstream Palestinian and Israeli thinkers respectively, and 

we adopted the term “Partners in Conflict.” When we are together with our students, 

we explore common attributes across the divide (concerns about achieving peace in 

the Middle East, gender, disciplines, professions, hobbies, etc.). We also explain that, 

although coming from different life experiences, we used to live only a few miles 

away from each other (in Jerusalem and Bet Jala). Over the years, we grew together in 

our understanding that we are privileged to be among those who have benefited from 

advanced education. We share the belief that with such education comes a social and 

ethical responsibility to advance human rights, democracy, and peace.  

 

Despite the obvious nature of contending parties in a multidimensional conflict, 

similarities do exist over the divide. “Partners in Conflict” know, even if solely 

intellectually, the plights of the opposing side, and they know they are locked in the 

same struggle. Both sides feel the frustrations of stagnation, anger in defeat or loss, 

and exhilaration in triumph or resolution. We have found that presenting the conflict 

through representatives of each side, brings an urgency and more visceral reality to 

the classroom than can dry, lifeless textbook descriptions or even those provided by 

“neutral” academics disconnected from the conflict.  

 

Team teaching as “Partners in Conflict” equips students with a three-fold set of skills. 

First, by studying two versions of the same history, students are forced to think more 

critically about historical narration and about how to decipher emotional 

interpretations from factual occurrences. Second, the dual teaching methodology 

gives students a broad and thorough perspective on the conflict. This allows them to 



make an educated decision as to which side of the conflict they hope to represent 

during the simulation stage of the course. Since the adversarial stage includes a 

second round of role-playing the “Other”, the mere effort to represent as truthfully as 

possible the positions of the former “enemy” generates a valuable inner process. At 

the very least, it gives students the opportunity to put themselves in the shoes of the 

contending side. It does not mean that such positions are justified, but they are better 

understood. Lastly, charged with emotions, students still need to go through the 

conflict resolution process with “the other side”, a process that requires them to 

examine a conflict from different angles. Not only do students emerge with an even-

handed view of a complex international conflict— something rarely found—but they 

also have found models for co-existence and even friendship across a divide in their 

professors. Arguably, the mere presence of representatives from the two “opposing” 

sides of a conflict in the same room—let alone their active perseverance toward 

reconciliation—remain unique and inspirational components of such an experience, 

which undoubtedly augment the educational value of such a partnership. Among our 

students we often encounter a number of Jewish and Arab/Muslim students, at times 

Israelis and Palestinians. While we call the exercise a simulation, it nonetheless has a 

powerful impact on attitudinal changes as students find commonalities across the 

divide.  

 

Potentially the program can enrich the learning process for students, and it can also 

empower the two instructors, in this case Manuel and Edy, to re-enter their societies 

with the purpose of continuing to cooperate as “Partners in Conflict” in their teaching 

and action research in their respective institutions. Thus we arrive at the current 

juncture, where the impact of team teaching a summer course on the 



Israeli/Palestinian conflict has led to the initiative to pursue further joint research and 

action.   

 

After nearly two decades of team teaching experience, we have developed a list of 

lessons learned.  To begin, we first try to establish some consensus with our students 

before delving into the subject matter, or the parameters of our course. After 

presenting the syllabus, we explain the following lessons as “rules of engagement”, 

which, while specific to our course, may very well be applicable in other educational 

settings which seek to explore conflict in deep ways: 

 

1. Don’t get locked into conventional zero/sum and deterministic interpretations 

of our conflict. The chronological approach to the history of our conflict 

cannot be seen as a continuum, and man-made conflicts can and should have 

man-made solutions. Our approach is to take a more imaginative and 

analytical view of the conflict-resolution process. Official narratives of the 

past are overwhelmingly adversarial, and solutions discussed by the media 

often prefer a presentation of an antagonistic black-and-white picture. This 

approach might sharpen the grasp of the differences or draw more public 

attention as gladiators or boxers in a ring bleeding each other, but we have 

found that in order to look forward to solutions, it is important to acknowledge 

the two distinct and prevailing narratives of the past through the current 

internal divisions in both societies. future solutions are developed in 

exceptional times by the political leadership but they often come from the civil 

society and/or from the independent-minded thinking of pragmatists and 

moderates from both sides. Once we have acknowledged our differences, we 



have a better hope of affirming our common ground and discovering a shared 

vision.  

2. Historical events are a genuine part of the collective memory of both Arabs 

and Jews, and we should present both narratives as they are predominantly 

taught in Israeli and in Palestinian schools. As we introduce the stages of our 

conflict, we need to address the prevailing historiography of each side and 

present it as such, even if the periods and events that marked the Palestinian 

and Israeli developments at times do not meet. For instance, the periodization 

of the making of the state of Israel was preceded by the imprint of six distinct 

migratory waves (“alyiot”), each with different origins, characteristics, and 

idiosyncrasies. After the “War of Liberation” in 1948, the “wars of Israel” 

(1948, 1956, 1967, 1982, 1991) with established Arab countries (even if they 

were often triggered or affected by Palestinian hostile behavior) are often 

recognized as turning points. On the other side, the pre-1948 AL Nakba 

(“catastrophe”) is characterized by the transition from an overall Arab national 

movement toward a distinct Palestinian patriotism. From 1948 until the Oslo 

process, the movement developed from a leaderless people through the 

formative stages and struggle strategies of the PLO, which at times was 

directly related to Israeli moves and to the failures of inter-Arab politics. We 

teach both sides, even if contending analysis is part of it, but we present them 

with a degree of empathy and respect (rather than antagonism or sympathy) 

toward the narrative of the “Other”. As mentioned earlier, we ask the students 

to take sides first, but then to examine deeply the other side through reverse 

role-playing.  



3. Teaching the present realities of the conflict is the vehicle that connects 

memory with an imaginary future. The events taking place concurrently with 

team teaching are more often than not in the media, and they need to be 

discussed in the context of formative changes back in Israel/Palestine. The 

post-1967 Six Days/June War was a watershed for both Israelis and 

Palestinians. First, Israel’s conquering parts of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, 

effectively tripling their territory, gave them some chips to negotiate peace 

with their neighboring countries. On the Palestinian side, the West Bank was 

annexed to Transjordan’s East Bank, which became the Hashemite Kingdom 

of Jordan. In 1967, Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem and the entire West 

Bank provided new impetus to Palestinian nationalism that was now relieved 

from a foreign king but not yet able to exercise self-determination as a state. A 

new process divided both societies, which became evident after the outbreak 

of the first Palestinian Intifada in 1988—a rebellion against occupation that 

also influenced the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) to accept the 

limitation of their demands to a small state (22% of the British Mandatory 

Palestine) side by side, not instead of, the state of Israel. The rupture in both 

societies between extremists and moderates, negotiators and spoilers has been 

affecting the politics in general. Without falling into a black-and-white picture, 

both societies have a majority in the middle, which fluctuates depending on 

the level of violence and expectations for peace and the impact of strong 

leadership. The divide in Israel is characterized by the Jewish settlers in 

“Judea and Samaria” (the West Bank) and the Peace Camp that led in the Oslo 

Peace Accords. The divide among Palestinians is between Hamas, the Islamic 

movement now ruling in Gaza and the PLO led by Fatah, ruling in the West 



Bank. Now the simulation in class is between two fractions on the Israel side 

and two on the Palestinian side.  

4. Students are better equipped to understand that while the past can impact 

future peacemaking, at the same time, there is no way to rewind it like a tape 

and restitute the situation of what occurred now nearly 70 years ago. 

Assuming that most issues at stake are not really zero/sum, we first need to be 

challenged to look for a paradigm shift or to be trained to think “out of the 

box”, introducing them to different tools. Both Palestinians and Israelis have 

already identified the main issues that stand to be resolved: the status of 

Jerusalem, Palestinian refugees, borders, security, and Jewish settlements. 

Water, which was once considered to be a cause of war, has been resolved 

with the desalinization of seawater. By using innovative approaches, such as 

“expand the cake before you cut,” we have been able to analyze some of the 

comprehensive packages of all such issues—and more issues presented in 

agreed documents, such as the famous “Clinton Parameters”. We discuss one 

of the more intricate problems (Jerusalem’s Old City or refugees) in a 

brainstorming activity, during the third stage of the simulation when students 

represent pragmatic perspectives from both sides.  

5. Periodization is a matter of choice: Centuries or decades? A significant 

decision must be made when presenting our common history: shall it be 

offered in the context of struggle between two national movements vying for 

the same piece of land—Palestine/Eretz Israel? Or shall we opt for a 

retrospective approach to the encounters between Arabs and Jews or between 

Islam and Judaism fourteen centuries ago? If we choose the first option, then 

conflict epitomizes our relationship. However, if we opt to teach our common 



heritage and ignore the previous century, one can infer that the interaction 

throughout the ages in the Middle East and the Iberian Peninsula was a history 

of coexistence, even in asymmetrical situations in which Jews comprised a 

minority in the lands of Islam. To a large extent, the Jewish community under 

Islam enjoyed better privileges and treatment than under Christendom. While 

courses like ours normally focus only on the era of conflict, we are prompted 

to salvage the longer historical trajectory to remind ourselves that 

confrontation is not a permanent feature in our relationship. Since we have had 

a record of coexistence in the past, a fashionable, deterministic prediction that 

we cannot live in peace in the future is not substantiated when envisioning the 

long-term perspective. Hence, the main challenge lies in knowing how we can 

bring it forward without leaving a legacy of violence and denial for future 

generations. We both, as political scientists, refer the students to one article 

about the long-term past, but concentrate on the period since the clash of 

Zionism with Arab nationalism in the second half of the 19th century.  

6. As with many other parts of our teamwork, we want to respect the terms for 

references used by both Palestinians and Jews. One matter over which we 

have had lengthy deliberations and negotiations is how to name incidents, 

territories, and wars. In the preparation of the syllabus, we have made ad hoc 

decisions to use both sides’ formulations. For example, we consider the 1948 

war as both Israel’s Milhemet ha Atzma’ut (“War of Independence”) and the 

Palestinians’ AL Nakba. We address a more current controversy as both the 

Palestinians’ categorical condemnation of the “Apartheid Wall” in the West 

Bank, and Israel’s official support of the “Security Barrier”. Sometimes we 

use parallel nomenclature, separated by a dash, as in “Israel-Palestine”. In 



other cases, we have accepted the vocabulary in common usage by most of the 

world—for example, West Bank (of the Jordan River), rather than the Jewish 

biblical names Judea and Samaria. It is important to realize that Sinai, Gaza, 

and Golan have not undergone name changes since before the 1967 War when 

they were under Egyptian and Syrian rule. We have chosen to relate to all 

these territories as “occupied”, using the language of international institutions, 

rather than the Jewish settlers’ reference to “liberated” lands or the once 

official Israeli softer term “administered territories”, except when referring to 

the terminology used by officialdom. On the other hand, we have related to the 

Jewish state as “Israel”—its official name as a recognized member of the 

United Nations (U.N.)—rather than “Occupied Palestine” or the “Zionist 

entity”, terms that express the reluctance of many in the Arab world to 

recognize Israel’s existence.  

7. We use the tools of social history so that the focus in not only on leadership 

and elites but also on social and political movements as they developed on the 

ground. This does not mean that we do not recognize the role of personal 

leadership, particularly at times of dramatic policy changes such as peace or 

war making. In other words, David Ben-Gurion, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, 

Menachem Begin, Yitzhak Rabin, or Yasser Arafat have played critical roles 

in determining crucial decisions about our two peoples. At the same time, our 

protracted, deep-rooted conflict not only has put regimes in opposition, but 

also people versus people across the Palestinian/Israeli divide and within both 

societies. Throughout the years of prolonged violence and fear, extreme 

groups on both sides have become effective spoilers of negotiation processes, 

while the peace builders of both sides have been gradually weakened. It is 



when focusing on our own communities rather than talking only about 

governments and leaders that we are able to find, in both camps, individuals 

and civil society organizations that have reached a high level of agreement 

about concrete ways of resolving our conflict. Whereas it seems to be that 

citizens’ diplomacy, is less policy relevant, it may well be that over a longer 

period of time, such “outside the box”, innovative ideas will reach decision 

makers. This is the case of the overwhelming support of the “two-state 

solution”, and the more specific recommendations on how to solve complex 

issues such as the future of Jerusalem and Palestinian refugees that have been 

incorporated into the “Clinton Parameters”.  

8. An important challenge in co-teaching and co-authoring is how to stress 

common interests while both engaging in confrontational discourse and 

maintaining our own rapprochement spirit. In many cases, for the sake of 

simplification, the tendency is often to show a black-and-white picture of 

confrontational positions to audiences who learn more about what separates us 

than about our common ground. Such a version of history is justified when 

more than a few Israeli and Palestinian politicians have highlighted adversarial 

tendencies, failed to build trust, and have continued to point to the other’s 

failures rather than opting for introspection and addressing their own 

inadequacies. In the pictures that we present, we do not ignore the alternative 

historical narrative, but we also introduce the voices of moderation and 

compromise. Even when such voices represent minority opinions, their 

insights are sometimes vindicated, often decades later, when leaderships 

endorse their views. For example, until 1977, Israel’s Labor governments 

stressed the “Jordanian option”, which viewed the Hashemite dynasty as a 



partner and ignored the distinctive voices of the Palestinians, despite the fact 

that important Israeli voices called for dialogue with the PLO as the legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. It was this approach that was duly 

formalized with the Oslo Accords in 1993. By now, even Likud’s leader, PM 

Netanyahu, has been calling for negotiations with the head of the PLO and the 

Palestinian Authority. Likewise, Palestinians advocating a two-state solution 

were ostracized and often assassinated. Following the grassroots pressure in 

the West Bank and Gaza to engage in “Summud” (steadfastness) and 

“Intifada” (popular rebellion), the Palestinian National Council that convened 

at Algiers in 1988 adopted the very same policy. Another example is when the 

suggestion that Israel pull out from Gaza and Jericho (in the east and center of 

the West Bank) in the 1993 Oslo process was met with the vociferous 

opposition of the Likud leadership—led then by General Ariel Sharon. Later, 

this idea became compatible with the 2005 unilateral disengagement plan of 

then PM Sharon, which included Gaza and three settlements in “Samaria” (in 

the north of the West Bank).  

9. Understanding the asymmetries of power between the contending parties is an 

essential element of judgment. Atrocities, missed opportunities, and leadership 

mishaps have occurred on both sides, but we must avoid promoting a false 

parallelism. We must stress the difference in status between the Palestinians 

(the weaker party, living as an occupied people) and the Israelis (the stronger 

party, which dominates large parts of Palestinian territory). Although the case 

is in many ways an example of top-dog Israelis versus underdog Palestinians, 

we also must be aware of the perceptions of many Jews who see the conflict as 



little “David” (Israel) facing threatening “Goliath” (anti-West violence in the 

Arab and Muslim worlds).  

10. In sharing our contending stories, the point is not to score debating points or 

to argue with selective facts about who came first, who is acting or reacting, 

or to determine who has more rights. It may be futile to argue that 2,000 years 

of forced Jewish exile from their homeland is more tragic than the plight of the 

Palestinians, whose majority became refugees when Israel was established in 

1948. Judging from the stubbornness of both nations to remain on the land in 

spite of adverse circumstances, it can be agreed that both nations have enough 

claims and rights. We sense, and rather should emphasize, a common destiny: 

our nations are “doomed” to live together. And if there will ever be a nuclear 

threat from Iran, we are also “doomed” to die together. Hence making peace 

with its neighbor may be for Israel a meaningful additional security guarantee 

to pre-empt a strike from Teheran “in solidarity with the Palestinian people”.  

11. When the contradictory claims to tangible and intangible needs are expressed, 

the issue of intractability calls for innovative ideas of conflict transformation. 

We consider this to be not just a slogan but rather a pragmatic approach that 

leads to alternatives in resolving the core issues (called the final or “permanent 

status” issues in the Oslo peace process), such as Jerusalem or borders. With 

our students, we have used a consensus building framework that starts with 

simulating Palestinians and Israelis in an adversarial stage of mutual 

recrimination through a phase of reverse role playing and then ends with 

solutions that are perceived to be better than compromise and that can be seen 

by both sides as win/win. After a short training in effective brainstorming 

techniques that lead into paradigm shifts, all students get involved in new 



future scenarios, such as the Palestinian/Israeli joint management of the shared 

water aquifers. Another example relates to the controversy of either Muslim or 

Jewish control over the Temple Mount/Haram Al Shariff, the holiest place in 

Jerusalem. Rather than relying on the conventional definition of sovereignty, 

which considers this site in a horizontal way and often leads to zero/sum 

thinking, students are encouraged to consider sovereignty of this site in 

vertical, “two-floor” terms (as states also control the air space and the 

underground natural resources). In this way, students can come to understand 

that the ground floor with the Wailing Wall, the only remnant of the Second 

Jewish Temple, remains under Israeli jurisdiction and the upper floor with the 

two mosques of Al Aqsa and Omar remains under Muslim jurisdiction. 

“Thinking out of the box” often starts at universities or NGOs, based on 

research and lateral thinking, and the mission is to bring it upwards to the 

decision makers and downwards to the grassroots 

12. While the dimensions of the larger Arab-Israeli or “Middle East” conflict 

have fluctuated over time, we both recognize in our narratives the centrality of 

the Israeli-Palestinian issue. Over time, many additional layers have been 

added (including regional Arab involvement, the Cold War, and even nuclear 

threats) to the original, century long strife and protracted communal conflict of 

two peoples who consider the same land to be their own. As a result, 

addressing the core of the issue in depth is an essential way to minimize the 

added complications created by other foreign state and non-state actors, such 

as The Islamic State ISIS of Hezbollah. The local non-state spoilers such as 

Hamas or the Jewish underground are definitely an integral part of the picture. 

On the other hand, while not blaming Israel/Palestine for all the current waves 



of terrorist violence in the region, we can then imagine the reverse effect when 

and if in our homeland we build two adjacent democracies side by side. The 

widely established corollary that “democracies tend not to fight wars with 

each other” can potentially move us from part of the problem to part of the 

solution. This shift in thinking might spread to the region, giving people a new 

impetus after the mostly failed attempt of the Arab Spring, and it might also 

minimize the exploitation of ethno-political conflicts by foreign powers or 

powerful states within the region.  

13. While we recognize the importance of foreign powers in the conflict and the 

potential contribution of the superpowers or international organizations, 

outside pressure so far has been unable to prevent war or impose peace. The 

United States was at times able to stop armed struggle and channel such 

efforts into diplomacy. Yet in the case of the 1977-1979 Begin-Sadat 

negotiations (Camp David I) and the 1993 Oslo peace process between 

Palestinians and Israelis, the main initiative was bilateral, and only later did 

the White House play a key role. Hence, we stress that in addition to high 

level presidential diplomacy, the Quartet’s (USA, European Union, United 

Nations, and Russia) envoys need not only to shuttle between government 

officials but also invest soft power in peace-building from the bottom up in 

both societies. As stated earlier, the level of mistrust and even hatred is 

expanding the obstacles to a just peace as a nation-versus-nation confrontation 

that transcends regime change.  

14. Putting our conflict in a global perspective is necessary to understand that the 

views of its tenants are often based on an ethnocentric outlook. A 

deterministic perspective is indeed very popular, and, at times, it prevails 



among both nations. Lateral thinking and learning from the costly lessons of 

other disputes that resulted in peaceful coexistence (e.g., in Northern Ireland 

or South Africa) has an inherent value that also needs to be integrated. When 

offered, a comparative perspective is often rejected; one frequently hears, “you 

cannot compare”. However, we would like to stress that conflicts sharing at 

least one attribute—in our case, “nations”, “states”, or “religion”—can 

effectively be compared. A comparative perspective means that students 

examine not only similarities, but also differences. Students become aware 

that the basis of theories is often found by considering prominent themes 

within conflicts. In our case, we can compare the current control of Israel on 

Judea and Samaria/West Bank/Palestinian Territories with “autonomy”, 

“military occupation”, “colonial rule”, “apartheid”, as well as specific cases, 

such as Puerto Rico (suggested years ago by PM Netanyahu). If no category 

fits the current situation, then a major debate is legitimate: is the current 

Israeli/Palestinian stalemate tenable in the long run? Are we already facing an 

a-historical reality?  

15. Understanding the historical circumstances that in the past brought about 

either cooperation or confrontation can be helpful for understanding the 

future course that the relations between these two nations may take: a process 

of reconciliation can be already discussed, even if  remote from today’s 

reality. For true reconciliation, we have to acknowledge the suffering from the 

past. Apologies do not necessarily imply a tangible material price, but they can 

contribute to the healing of open wounds. If we can agree and determine that 

confrontations between Arabs and Jews are a product of historical 

circumstances rather than a result of deterministic, inherent contradictions 



between the two cultural systems, then we know that future relations can, to 

some degree, be controlled and managed by human decisions. Stressing our 

common heritage as Abrahamic religions is now more relevant than ever, 

when the main obstacle for peace comes from fundamentalist Jewish settlers 

and political Islamist groups such as Jihad Al Islam or Hamas. But most 

importantly, focusing on the day after peace, the agreement may take into 

account new developments, some because the global trends of progress in 

international relations, and others due to technological advancement. Man-

made conflicts, different from natural disasters, should encourage us to find 

man-made solutions. Progress in the world, even with zigzags, needs to be 

recognized, and new technology, like the desalinization of seawater for 

example, can provide enough resources in the Middle East, thus reducing 

tensions once based on scarcity that was consider a potential cause of war.  

16. Virtual team teaching is an expanding avenue for maximizing audiences, 

lowering costs, and allowing the teachers to work together across distances. 

The collapse of the Oslo peace process and the beginning of a second Intifada 

uprising carried with it an escalating cycle of violence and the building of 

checkpoints. Fear and security considerations have made it difficult physically 

for Israeli and Palestinian academics to work together. Even more so are the 

psychological barriers created by the gap between the occupiers and occupied, 

especially with the demands for boycotts versus normalization. When 

academics of both sides adhere to universal values, such as human rights, 

democracy and nonviolence, equality and just peace, then such obstacles 

should not deter us. In August 2014, we were together in Washington DC 

when the last bloody confrontation occurred between the Israel Defense 



Forces and Hamas with more than 2,000 Palestinians and 67 Israelis killed, 

massive damage in Gaza, and the immense suffering. The Foreign Minister 

summoned the Palestinian member of our team (Manuel) to go back to 

London, his current post, to serve as ambassador in the United Kingdom. This 

left the Israeli (Edy) physically alone in the classroom. However, we agreed 

that Manuel would be present through videoconferencing every single class, 

lecturing, interacting, answering questions from the students, and even 

briefing the students who were simulating the Palestinians. With one professor 

present and the other professor virtually present through videoconferencing, 

we did not accept defeat by discontinuing this two decade-long experiment. 

Additionally, the students gained a credible sense of what it means to be in a 

“real time” conflict.   

17. We need to admit that scholars committed to search for common ground in a 

protracted and violent conflict cannot maintain strict neutrality toward the 

issues at stake. Even if at times in the social sciences one tends to hide 

personal values under the quantitative results or public opinion polls, it may 

often be better to express our personal views at the outset. At the same time, 

there should be a deep commitment to impartiality, namely, to present the 

diversity of views that are formulated by each side and to weigh their 

importance, regardless of whether they are contrary to one’s own views. In our 

personal cases, we genuinely believe that we represent part of the mainstream 

in our respective Palestinian and Israeli societies. Even if we are verbally 

attacked at times, we believe that our shared adherence to human rights, 

democracy, and peace represent universal principles that our respective 

governments have accepted in covenants and treaties.  



18. We do not need to balance the critique of failed leadership at all stages. In a 

conflict situation, there is a natural tendency to highlight the positive features 

of each society over history. However, we do not need to balance the pluses or 

share equally the blame throughout the process as long as the picture we 

present recognizes change over time. For instance, it is clear to us that in the 

years preceding Israel’s 1948 independence, the Zionist leadership 

predominately supported moderate options and difficult compromises with the 

Palestinians, whose leadership was overwhelmingly intransigent. The peace 

forces in the Jewish society, though small, were more proactive than those 

well-meant individuals within the Arab community. Yet, an opposite trend can 

be discerned after 1976 when the Palestinian institutions changed their policies 

increasingly toward the acceptance of the “Other”. During this time, 

fanaticism based on religious and expansionist premises continuously grew 

within Israeli society and its political leadership. As Yeoshafat Harkabi 

mentioned in his landmark “Fateful Decisions”, in the first fifty years it was 

the Zionist who knew to differentiate between grand design and reality, opting 

for incremental and moderate policies as a tiny minority in the land. However, 

when the relative strength of Israel over its Arab neighbors became self-

evident, it was the weakening Palestinian side that gave away its vision of a 

state stretching from the river Jordan to the Mediterranean Sea. Hence, historic 

failure for achieving peace fluctuates over the years, and we need not share it 

equally at all times.  

 

As noted in email, we suggest that the section below be summarized into 1-2, 

perhaps 3 at the most, paragraphs that drive home the value of your approach. 

This section should highlight the key take-home points that illustrate why and 



how your approach is so powerful to both participants and evaluators of the 

course. 

 

Facing the possibility every day of having to break bad news from the Middle East to 

Manuel – whether it’s a suicide bombing in Tel Aviv or a military incursion in Gaza, 

events that usually involve innocent bystanders and children. We don’t always have 

time to digest the news before we have to teach our class. Years ago, Manuel 

suggested that when the Palestinians were responsible for the bad news, he should 

start the class by making critical comments of their action. If an Israeli was at fault, I 

should do the same for Israel’s actions. 

 

At times, some of the Jewish, Muslim/Arab, or radicalized students come with a set 

mind to class, ready to get into a fight with the other.  For instance, a Jewish student 

wanted to show off, and she triggered critical arguments addressing Mano. We were 

talking about the importance of confidence building measures for a renewed peace 

process and Manuel was speaking about the removal of the checkpoints, most of them 

not in the borders with Israel but inside the West Bank making difficult the movement 

even between two Palestinian cities. When he mentioned what the Israeli officials call 

the security fence and used the term “Wall”—even without mentioning the term 

‘Apartheid Wall as often call by the Palestinians—she jumped and said that the 

barrier was 95% fence and only 5% wall. Manuel was very frustrated with this 

student, and yet, with infinite patience, he explained that, especially in Jerusalem, the 

separation barrier was mostly a wall. He said that he would have no problem with 

accepting a fence like in the Gaza Strip or even a wall that would have been built 

along the pre-1967 border. In the West Bank, the still unfinished separation barriers 

were annexing between 10% to 15% of  Palestinian territory, and as such a potential 



obstacle to peace. Edy told her that perhaps she should re-think her observation and 

realize that in terms of human suffering—and this is what counts—the wall, even if 

smaller in extension than the fence, has been built in the populated areas, hence 

affecting the overwhelming majority—perhaps 90%?—of the Arab population. And 

what is more inhumane, a fence or a wall? The difficulties they must cross to work 

their land, to go to work, school, or to visit family separated on the other side, or to 

come on Fridays to the holiest place in Haram al Sharif to pray, the walls transform 

their daily lives into a nightmare. And on a deeper sense, we dwelled on what should 

be the purpose of a discussion. Rather than to score points, why not put ourselves in 

the shoes of the other?  

 

Co-authoring  and than team teaching across a conflict divide is in itself a negotiating 

process, particularly when times are gloomy and the rays of hope are covered by the 

clouds of state and non-state violence back home. And yet, more than two decades of 

working together has strengthened our conviction that this task is not only doable, but 

it also offers a potentially meaningful contribution. For this, building trust and 

friendship is fundamental for facing conflict realities: Nothing could illustrate better 

this point than the following account:  

 

Stuck to the door of the office we shared for many years at the University of Maryland 

are two photos. In the first one, taken from Time Magazine, Manuel is looking 

through a huge hole in the wall of his house in Bet Jala. He had returned home from 

the U.S. only three days before it was taken, in July 2003. It was the middle of the 

second Intifada and the Israeli army had been making regular incursions into the 

Occupied Territories and armed Palestinian militias were regularly retaliating from 

the houses of Bet Jala. That night, there was shooting in nearby Gilo. The Israeli 



Army responded by firing a T.O.W. missile to Bet Jala. Ten minutes before the missile 

hit, Manuel’s children were frightened by the shooting from Gilo, so the whole family 

took refuge in the basement of his home. When the missile hit, none of them actually 

knew what had happened. The noise was tremendous, the children were screaming 

and everyone was confused. Manuel and his wonderful late wife Samira went upstairs 

for a moment to the kitchen, but there was so much dust in the air they couldn’t see a 

thing. It was only when they heard the sirens of a fire engine that they realized they 

had been hit. The Palestinian police arrived and advised them to leave the house in 

case another missile was on the way, so they went to Samira’s parents’ house. Then 

the whole family went to church to thank God for their safety. There was a lot of 

damage—the front wall, upper floor and front gates were all hit—but thankfully there 

were no injuries, in Manuel’s family, or among his neighbors.  

 

When Edy was brought the magazine, he was in shock. At first, at long-distance we 

did not know what shape their house was in, let alone did we know whether the whole 

family had survived. Edy was not sure how to best express his concern and support 

for them. Writing allows a more carefully thought out expression of shared grief but 

he wondered whether an email or a fax to Manuel’s office at Bethlehem University 

would even reach him. On the other hand, a telephone call would be faster and more 

immediate. But would Manuel want to talk to me about an incident provoked by his 

own people?  In the end, Edy decided to call Manuel, express his concern about their 

wellbeing, and make a similar offer to help. The Hassassians had many Jewish friends 

that would feel somehow relieved if they could participate, if not physically, at least 

financially in the rebuilding effort. But Manuel’s answer was also a firm “no thanks.” 

He assured us that his family was all right, and that was what counted most. He 

added that he was angry at Israel. Given their commitment to nonviolence, Manuel 



and Samira thought such things somehow shouldn’t happen to them. The incident left 

a psychological impact on Manuel’s children, especially the younger ones, who later 

had nightmares and woke up screaming in the night. It took Manuel and his family 

almost a year to overcome it. But he assured me, not surprisingly, that such events 

would not negatively affect his determination to work for an end to such senseless 

violence. 

The other photo on our office door is of a memorial at the Nancy Reagan Plaza on 

Mount Scopus in Jerusalem, just a few steps away from Edy’s former office at the 

Hebrew University. The monument had been built in remembrance of nine students 

and staff killed July 31, 2002 by a bomb that a Hamas militant left in a backpack on a 

table of the Frank Sinatra cafeteria sharing the Plaza.  The bomber, it turned out, was 

a manual worker at the Hebrew University. I recalled him painting the staircase of 

his Truman Institute building the previous summer. A Hamas militant, when caught 

he confessed to have put the backpack with the explosive on top and not under a table, 

so that it could hit as many as possible. In all, 85 people were injured in the bombing, 

nine killed. One of the Institute’s librarians temporarily lost his hearing and one of 

the researcher’s was among the injured. 

 

Our friends at the University of Maryland already knew the story behind the photos, 

and have an almost protective attitude toward us. Among students and colleagues 

who do not know us well, the photos generate a mixture of surprise and pride. And no 

doubt a few of the people who pass by our door are shocked to see the Middle East 

conflict brought so close to home in vivid images. “ 

 

Unlike the usual inspiring mementos our colleagues display in their offices, ours seem 

to underline and dramatize the conflict that divides us. But for us, the photos have a 



different significance. They remind us of what unites us: our shared committed to find 

common ground in the conflict that has pitted our societies against one another for 

more than a century. 

 

Facing the possibility every day of having to break bad news from the Middle East to 

Manuel – whether it’s a suicide bombing in Tel Aviv or a military incursion in Gaza, 

events that usually involve innocent bystanders and children. We don’t always have 

time to digest the news before we have to teach our class. Years ago, Manuel 

suggested that when the Palestinians were responsible for the bad news, he should 

start the class by making critical comments of their action. If an Israeli was at fault, I 

should do the same for Israel’s actions. 

 

At times, some of the Jewish, Muslim/Arab, or radicalized students come with a set 

mind to class, ready to get into a fight with the other.  For instance, a Jewish student 

wanted to show off, and she triggered critical arguments addressing Mano. We were 

talking about the importance of confidence building measures for a renewed peace 

process and Manuel was speaking about the removal of the checkpoints, most of them 

not in the borders with Israel but inside the West Bank making difficult the movement 

even between two Palestinian cities. When he mentioned what the Israeli officials call 

the security fence and used the term “Wall”—even without mentioning the term 

‘Apartheid Wall as often call by the Palestinians—she jumped and said that the 

barrier was 95% fence and only 5% wall. Manuel was very frustrated with this 

student, and yet, with infinite patience, he explained that, especially in Jerusalem, the 

separation barrier was mostly a wall. He said that he would have no problem with 

accepting a fence like in the Gaza Strip or even a wall that would have been built 

along the pre-1967 border. In the West Bank, the still unfinished separation barriers 



were annexing between 10% to 15% of  Palestinian territory, and as such a potential 

obstacle to peace. Edy told her that perhaps she should re-think her observation and 

realize that in terms of human suffering—and this is what counts—the wall, even if 

smaller in extension than the fence, has been built in the populated areas, hence 

affecting the overwhelming majority—perhaps 90%?—of the Arab population. And 

what is more inhumane, a fence or a wall? The difficulties they must cross to work 

their land, to go to work, school, or to visit family separated on the other side, or to 

come on Fridays to the holiest place in Haram al Sharif to pray, the walls transform 

their daily lives into a nightmare. And on a deeper sense, we dwelled on what should 

be the purpose of a discussion. Rather than to score points, why not put ourselves in 

the shoes of the other?  

 

We end the course by brainstorming with the students about one of the most complex 

issues, such as the future of Jerusalem. We don’t ask them what their position on 

Jerusalem is, but instead, we ask them to consider why they need Jerusalem as the 

capital of their nation, and then to look for ways of how to best meet each side’s need. 

The results are usually good. Many of the students start the course blaming the other 

side for the situations, but most leave knowing that there are two narratives to be 

respected, that the other side deserves their understanding, if not their empathy. They 

learn that the key to finding a solution lies in imagining what a future of peace can 

provide to each side, and then taking the necessary steps to put such solutions in 

place. We hope a few of these students will be ready to do something concrete toward 

building peace, as some of our former students have gone on to do.  

 

In short, team teaching and co-authoring provides students and readers with a better 

perspective of both the history that separates our two peoples and the shared 



understanding of a reality shaped by an epistemic community of academics and 

intellectuals that has evolved through years of working together. Often the media, in 

order to simplify for the viewers, the different sides of the conflict, tends to focus on 

what divides them rather than discuss what can bring them together. This 

oversimplification is a self-fulfilling prophecy. We have seen how media dynamics 

can make mainstream representatives of both sides adopt more adversarial attitudes 

facing a large audience, trying to score points for the benefit of their side. A modest 

contribution is being made at College Park during summers in the laboratory where 

the peaceful atmosphere and supportive environment has contributed to the 

transformation of our acquired skills into peace building research, publication, and 

joint lecturing, including the presentations and advice we have been invited to give at 

other universities in North America where confrontations among students have 

erupted. In an indirect but important way, it has affected a younger generation of 

teaching assistants. Throughout this two-decade extraordinary experience, we have 

recruited our two TAs—one from each side of the dual narrative—from the Jewish 

and Arab student organizations on campus, and we have also received the help of 

these student organizations. Furthermore, in regards to the overall political 

atmosphere at UMD, the Israeli/Arab conflict has not produced any major incidents or 

riots. The last time that external security was hired at the University was when in 

1990/1 Rabbi Meir Kahane and subsequently Louis Faraqan were invited to speak by 

contending groups on campus, two years before our team-teaching started to irradiate 

another type of dialogue. 

 

At this time, to conceive of such a course back home in Israel/Palestine seems to be a 

mission impossible, not only because of the anti-Normalization feelings prevailing 

among Palestinian academics and students, but also because of the physical barriers 



imposed by the Israeli occupation. We can still hope that by developing our course 

online for 2016, Palestinian and Israeli students can join us in this dialogue. But, 

perhaps with the total alienation now occurring among both peoples, another approach 

should be considered. We posit that education in the true meaning of the word has 

also a function of opening our understanding and empathy toward the opinions, needs, 

and motives of the “Other”. In witnessing the failure of peace education projects 

between Israeli and Palestinian children, youth, and university students, we need to 

understand that there are no short cuts to normalizing the enemy—as seen from the 

window of classrooms. In fact, in our conflict, academic studies and voting patterns 

have shown that the younger people are, the higher their levels of hatred of the 

“Other”. Hence, we need to start teaching children at the youngest age possible 

techniques such as peer mediation. Mediation techniques taught in the classroom can 

expand to include the school as a whole and the extended family. Then, when 

localized conflicts require educated peace builders, our students can step in to find 

common ground between divided groups, such as Christians and Muslim Palestinian 

neighbors, or secular and orthodox xenophobic Jews. Only then, when personal 

conflict transformation takes place, when the skills of consensus building become part 

of behavioral change, a large part of the job is already accomplished. Such citizens 

and leaders can better deal with our macro-Palestinian and Israeli conflict.  

 

At the University of Maryland, we stubbornly work to improve our team teaching 

each year in the hopes that like wine it will get better with age. For those who are 

immersed for the first time in the magnitude of our conflict, the course usually brings 

a sharp increase in their concern about Palestinians and Israelis. The many among our 

students who are Jewish or Muslim find their minds opened to the needs and 



motivations of the other side. They understand that the best way to advance their 

cause is to search together for a just peace.  

 

We believe that our “unusual classroom” experience could be replicated by academics 

in many other ethno-political conflicts, hence contributing to highlighting the fact that 

with systematic and innovative thinking, there is a way out. Team teaching across the 

divide can also be done across disciplines. We are both political scientists and 

interested in conflict resolution. However, there are many other ways of developing 

an understanding of the “Other”. Studying domestic conflicts, with the use of reverse 

role-playing, can be done in any academic setting. Our final thought is to seek—

through this book and elsewhere—colleagues who are living in a conflictive context 

and to suggest that they might learn together how to improve a methodology that is 

only in its starting stages.  

 


