Never Give Up: Nonviolent Civilian Resistance, Healing, and Active Hope in the Holy Land: The Shomer Shalom Interview with Sami Awad.

by Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb

Introduction

Sami Awad and Yoav Litvin are two men whose lives have been deeply impacted by the events of 1948 and 1967 when Palestinians were collectively driven from their homes and villages in order to make room for Jewish settlements. Sami Awad comes from a lineage of Palestinian Christians from Bethlehem. He was influenced to follow the path of nonviolence by his uncle, Mubarak Awad, a follower of Gandhi. Sami created an alternative institution, The Holy Land Trust, which is part of the wave of nonviolent movement building to resist Occupation, which grew out of the first Intifada. Yoav Litvin went through a personal journey from acceptance of the pre-determined role of soldier guardian, to a person who dissents from the Israeli status quo regarding Palestinians. He uses his skills as a neuroscientist to build upon the knowledge base relating to healing trauma. Both Awad and Litvin struggle against the brutal conditions which regulate Palestinian and Israeli relationships under Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands inside 1948 as well as in East Jerusalem, Gaza and the West Bank.

Those who resist systemic violence in Palestine and Israel have a lot to teach us about building nonviolent movements for justice under extremely challenging conditions. Millions of Palestinians suffer under a regime that is engaged in continuous appropriation of land, ghettoization and isolation, the imposition of hundreds of check points that curtail freedom of movement and economic growth, destruction of homes, villages and farm land, the blockade of Gaza, constant military invasion and assault and so many other features of Israeli rule that deprive Palestinians of their capacity to live peacefully upon the land or fulfill their personal dreams. This is the very definition of systematic violence.

In response, Palestinians have chosen to resist their removal from the land with a variety of mostly nonviolent tactics. Inspired by the successful South African struggle to end apartheid, Palestinians called upon the international community to take up boycott, divestment and sanctions as a nonviolent solidarity action on July 9, 2005 after the International Court of Justice declared the Separation Wall illegal on July 9, 2004. As a result, there are currently BDS campaigns throughout the world.

 

In addition to methods of non-cooperation, such as BDS, prisoner hunger strikes, Friday demonstrations against the Separation Barrier, and the creation of ‘Tent Cities’ to protest land confiscation, Palestinians have developed the philosophy of ‘sumud’, that is, remaining ‘steadfast’ to living on ancestral lands and preserving Palestinian culture as a form of resistance to being erased from history and place. Intifada, in it’s original meaning, also means to shake off oppression through the art of resistance. This is a daily practice for most Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank.

 

Israeli Jews who dissent from Occupation have also been working on evolving methods of solidarity in support of Palestinian human rights and ending the system of segregation and legal discrimination, as well as finding ways to support co-existence within their own country and across forbidden borders. These groups include Israeli Coalition Against Home Demolition, Combatants for Peace, Who Profits, Anarchists Against the Wall, Machsom Watch, Shministim and other conscientious objector movements, Public Committee Against Torture in Israel and so forth. The Palestinian community living inside ‘1948’ are also making an important contribution to activism. From alternative institution building, to human rights groups such as Adalah-the Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, Adammer (prisoner rights) and many more, Palestinians living inside Israel face similar assaults on their capacity to remain on the land and achieve equal rights under Israeli law.

 

No one knows what kind of political solution the future will bring. However, universal human rights must be an integral part of any negotiated solution. The authors in these essays explore the role of nonviolence and healing from trauma in their resistance work. Sami Awad speaks from his experience as a Palestinian living in occupied Palestine. Yoav speaks as an Israeli Jew who seeks to hold himself and his community accountable for the brutalities of occupation.

 

This pamphlet will hopefully serve as a modest contribution to building the movement for Palestinian human rights as the cornerstone of peacemaking among Palestinians and Jews living in the holy land.

Sami Awad is a practitioner of nonviolence and is one of thousands of people in Palestine who resist occupation every day through nonviolent popular resistance. HolyLand Trust works with the Palestinian community at both grassroots and leadership levels in developing nonviolent approaches to Israeli Palestinian conflict transformation and a future founded on the principles of nonviolence, equality, justice, and peaceful coexistence.

In 2006, Sami ran as an independent candidate in the Palestinian Legislative Council Elections (the Palestinian Parliament). He also established the Travel and Encounter Program, which aims to provide tourists and pilgrims with unique religious and political experiences in Palestine; the Palestine News Network, the first independent press agency in Palestine and a major source of news on life in Palestine today; and Al-Kul Television, Sami is one of the subjects in the documentary ‘Little Town of Bethlehem’ and has been a proponent of Gandhian nonviolence since the age of 12 when his uncle Mubarak returned from India with four heavy boxes of books authored by Gandhi. Recently, Sami has created programs for Christian evangelicals, such as Christ at the Checkpoint, to open up a space for understanding the struggle of Palestinian Christians among Christian evangelicals.

The Interview with Sami Awad: Nonviolent Civil Resistance in the Occupied Territories.

 

LYNN: Ahlan wa sahlan, Sami. Nonviolent civilian resistance to foreign occupation has been a way of life in Palestinian society. The words sumud (steadfast) and intifada (shaking off) describe the nature of Palestinian nonviolence. Can you give us a thumbnail sketch of the history of Palestinian nonviolent civilian resistance and the popular struggle?

 

SAMI: Ahlan wu Sahlan, Lynn. Yes. We have a longstanding engagement with nonviolence, which has existed long before our conflict with Israel. Nonviolence is part of our cultural structures and settings, part of our heritage. Nonviolent popular resistance goes as far back as the British mandate. In 1936, Palestinian workers and local committees engaged in a nonviolent strike to demand that the British Mandate put limitations on the influx of Jews into the land because Palestinians were seeking statehood. Palestinian workers and local committees wanted to put a stop to the unregulated transfer of Palestinian owned lands to the Jewish community as well as establish a national government which would be responsible to an elected representative council. At the time, our community felt there existed no structural mechanisms to regulate how Jews entered the country or the sale and transfer of lands. A popular commercial strike had the support of the people who fully participated in it. One outcome of nonviolence during that period, even at a global level, was the beginning of a communal movement expressing itself through nonviolent action.

 

In response to the war of 1948, and the onset of Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza in 1967, we see a tremendous nonviolent movement taking shape. Nonviolent movements arose not only in response to the occupation of territory, but also to the occupation of mines and farms as well as to Israeli efforts to suppress our cultural expression. After 1967, sumud, steadfastness on the land, was applied to resisting Israeli policies that, in a sense, made Palestinian identity and even the word ‘Palestinian’ itself, illegal. This included criminalizing the use of the flag and its colors (red, white, green and black), the prohibition of all public gatherings, or giving public speeches, and any mention of political aspirations. Steadfastness, sumud, was applied to naming and keeping of Palestinian identity during those times. We refused to become ‘Arab territories’ which was the intent of Israel’s form of occupation. The word ‘Arab’ covers over our specific identity as Palestinians. Instead, we remained steadfast to our Palestinian identity which is a form of nonviolent action.

 

Our steadfastness was expressed with many forms of movement building including protests and demonstrations and the resistance work of unions, farmers, doctors, merchants, laborers, women’s groups and educators. Students in schools and universities maintained the protest movement of that time which eventually led to the first intifada. The First Intifada was, for me, a global example of engaged nonviolence. The Palestinian community felt fully empowered to stand up to the occupation, to take responsibility for its own future by not waiting for the international community to take action, or the PLO, (located outside the territories at that time) to come in and liberate us. Up to the First Intifada, people had been waiting for outside forces to come and rescue us. During the First Intifada the Palestinian community in the West Bank, Gaza and Jerusalem said, “We are responsible for dealing with the cause of our suffering and we’re going to do something about it.”

 

An internal sense of empowerment sparked the Palestinian uprising. There were hundreds of nonviolent tactics employed: protests, demonstrations, boycotts, sit-ins, home- schooling, home-farming, and refusing to pay taxes (in your hometown, Lynn) in Beit Sahour where people engaged in “no taxation without representation” and refused to pay taxes to the Israeli military. Palestinians in Beit Sahour refused to pay taxes because they had no representation in any political decision-making process effecting their lives. Palestinians throughout the occupied territories suffer tremendously from the lack of political representation in any decision making bodies that determine policies that effect our lives. I believe empowerment is what nonviolence is all about. The continual empowerment that took place during the first intifada failed to produce a peace process that gained us our national goals, but it did not fail in the realization of nonviolence as a an effective resistance and empowerment strategy.

 

In the past five years, we are witnessing new life in the evolution of nonviolence in the Palestinian community. This phase of nonviolence, which is being steadily developed, is in response to the failure of the two-state solution and the massive growth of the occupation.

 

LYNN: When I think about describing Palestinian nonviolence, and this is something I learned from your uncle Mubarak, I think about the amazing hospitality that is so much a part of Palestinian culture. The Palestinian community not only draws upon the tactics of strategic nonviolence, like strikes, boycotts, and refusing to pay taxes, but also, as you said, nonviolence is rooted in the art of hospitality, as well as other forms of Palestinian cultural and community expression. Can you elaborate on the way sumud is a form of nonviolent resistance to the effort to erase Palestinian identity by remaining steadfast to one’s cultural identity.

 

SAMI: A combination of realities impacted the development of Palestinian culture. When Palestinians use the word sumud, we are referring to our long historical commitment to survive on our land, which is an important element of our culture. If we look at the location of Palestine as the crossroads of many nations, and if we consider the historical experiences Palestinians have had that gave rise to the development of Palestinian nonviolence, we are not limited to speaking about the Israeli occupation. We need to consider the Jordanian presence, the British and even the Turkish presence as well. In fact, Palestinians have always been a land and a place where people have suffered foreign occupations. We have lived in these lands for many millennia. Sumud refers to our way of survival at this level. I’ll give an example. A few years ago I took a group of journalists to a refugee camp near Bethlehem. As we were walking through the narrow streets, a woman was sitting outside her home baking bread in an outdoor oven. One of the journalists asked her, “What do you think of ‘the situation’? You’ve been occupied all these years.” Without blinking she looked at him and said, in Arabic, “You know, the Turks were here and they left, the British came and they left, the Jordanians came and they left, the Israelis are here and they will leave as well.” Then, she looked at him and said “Why don’t you come in and have some bread?” That exchange represents an example of the cultural point of view that there’s always hope and momentum for the future. This is part of understanding Palestinian nonviolence.

 

Martin Luther King reminds us that justice will ultimately triumph, that the arc of the universe bends toward the side of justice and will always resist injustice. I think steadfastness in our culture, that is, sumud, and our customs of hospitality reflect our collective belief that justice will come to the land of Palestine. This is a form of faith.

 

LYNN: I wish to ask you about the Holocaust and historic Jewish Palestinians relations. At present, historic Palestine is occupied by the State of Israel. The Holocaust played a huge role in Jewish motivation to establish an exclusive Jewish state based on a demographic majority. Palestinians, however, did not cause or participate in the Holocaust, yet they have become secondary victims of it. The actual history of relations between Muslims, Christians and Jews living in the holyland is another story, one with much to teach us about the potential of living peaceably together. The way Jews currently frame Holocaust remembrance perpetuates Jewish fear of Palestinians, a fear born out of a European and not a Middle Eastern experience.

SAMI, you are a person who builds bridges as well as creates the dynamics of noncooperation and resistance. How do you relate to Jewish fear? On the other hand, Palestinians fear Jewish Israelis because most of their direct contact is in the context of Occupation. The faces of Jewish Israelis most Palestinians encounter are engaged in military enforcement of checkpoints, home demolitions, confrontation at protests and the like. How do you work with this situation?

 

SAMI: Another part of our culture, and I am speaking about the understanding of the vast majority of Palestinians, is the knowledge that Jewish culture and Jewish history are integral parts of the history and the culture of this land. If we look back throughout the years, back before 1948 during the time of the British mandate, and before that, throughout the millennium, we clearly acknowledge that Jews lived in this land and were an essential part of the political and cultural life and discourses that existed here. The challenge for the Palestinian community begins, not as a result of the Jews who lived here, but as a result of the suffering of the Jews in Europe.

 

I decided to enter a process to deepen my understanding of Jewish motivation for their current behavior, and see if what Jewish people are doing to us is in response to what happened to them in Europe. What causes the Israelis to treat us as subjects of occupation in our own land? What causes the Jewish community to remain silent when terrible things happen to us, like the Gaza attacks a few years ago when over a thousand people and hundreds of children were killed by massive air strikes? Why did almost everyone turn a blind eye to the death and destruction that was happening there? What exists within this Israeli Jewish mindset that causes these actions to happen?

 

I do not believe that people are born to harm each other. Something happens that generates this kind of behavior. To understand the Jewish community’s behavior toward Palestinians, I traveled to Auschwitz and Birkenau concentration camps. This journey was a very big turning point in my life. I came to understand that what’s being experienced in Israel is the result of a long history of fear, trauma and mistrust that was compounded by the experience of the Holocaust. The world not only neglects this fear, we have actually done the opposite. The world has done everything to entrench and enhance feelings of fear in the Jewish community instead of creating means of liberation and healing for the Jewish community. How? By putting billions of dollars into weapons systems, and by giving tremendous political power to Israel to carry out occupation with impunity, the world reinforces the idea that Jews should be afraid, must be afraid! And who are the subjects of Jewish fear? Israeli Jews are afraid of their neighbors. Fear creates the pattern of belief that Israel’s non-Jewish neighbors will do to them what the Germans did to the Jews of Europe, thereby justifying all kinds of actions. Fear, and a desire to be secure from fear, has enabled occupation. Israel’s security claims justify violence. It’s not a problem if you suppress your neighbors, not a problem if you kill them, not a problem if you deny them rights. And the world is complicit with policies of security and repression. The present day silence of the world over the injustice being done to Palestinians emanates from the guilt caused by the silence of the world to the plight of the Jews during the Holocaust. When people are silent to terrible violations of justice for Palestinians, this silence reinforces the idea within the Jewish community that they can act with impunity, that the world will not intervene.

However, that is not what the world should do. Rather, what the world should say is: yes, we care about your security. But we also care about how you’re treating others. We do not accept that human rights violations are permissible for the sake of safeguarding your security, as you claim. This principle, no justification for the violation of human rights, is a universal truth for all people. People who claim security needs justify suppression and repression and the violation of human rights are in the wrong.

 

On the one hand, part of nonviolence, is the understanding that nonviolence is about liberation and achieving equal rights. This is something we’re engaged in and are still developing. At the same time, nonviolence is also about liberating those who use violence. Palestinian nonviolence includes liberating Jewish people from their occupation, their trauma and fear. We have to create mechanisms for building trust and respect between Palestinians and Israelis in order to move forward. If more trust isn’t created, there will never be peace in this land. If equality, that is, the recognition of the right of ‘the other’ to live here, not in the political sense but in the human sense, does not exist, then there will never be peace. That is why nonviolence needs to develop into a broader framework, a spiritual framework. We will continue to engage in nonviolent protest and demonstration as we move forward in the cultivation of nonviolent popular resistance. In addition, nonviolence must also address trauma and fear.

 

The first intifada is a perfect example of engaging in nonviolence and moving forward and achieving results. Nonetheless, we have to ask, why wasn’t the ultimate goal of establishing peace reached during that time? I believe that a failure to look into core issues of trauma, fear and distrust that existed between the two communities by the political establishment contributed to the breakdown of making peace. Therefore, we have to speak about nonviolence from both the framework of political liberation from the structures of occupation as well as healing from trauma. Successfully applied nonviolence ultimately results in a positive transformation of communities.

 

LYNN: Part of nonviolence is non-cooperation with policies that uphold oppression and interruption of business as usual. You referred to many examples of non-cooperation in Palestine, such as Beit Sahour’s refusal to pay taxes to Israel’s military administration. You also advocate establishing trust building measures that facilitate Jews and Palestinians struggling for justice together. What are the challenges for Palestinians from the occupied territories and Jews getting together?

 

SAMI: The Israeli military government continues to impose harsh restrictions on Palestinians and Israelis who want to meet each other. Israelis are not allowed by their government to enter Palestinian areas and meet with Palestinians. Our Israeli friends, when they come to meet with us and engage with us, are forced to do that illegally. They put themselves at risk of being imprisoned or being fined up to $1500 to every time they’re caught in a Palestinian area. This is a real disaster! I look at myself as an activist who seeks to engage with Israelis. I have three daughters. My oldest daughter is 10 years old and it shocks me every time I think about this: she has never met or played with an Israeli child! She has not even seen an Israeli child, or talked with one. The next generation of children growing up on both sides of the separation walls will have zero connections with each other

.

In a sense, our children are being brainwashed by the delusion that we are eternal enemies. This, for me, is very dangerous. To combat this danger, we are trying to engage in and increase the communication between Israeli Jews and Palestinians. One of the most exciting efforts toward building trust is the effort to bring together Palestinian and Israeli activists to really look deeper into understanding the situation, to research trauma and healing methodologies, and to work together to promote equal civil rights. Together we are considering the core issues of occupation in order to assess ways we can counter it, and transform the conflict. We are looking at the methods, strategies and tactics we’ve used in the past and developing new approaches to help us move forward. But again, as I said before, these meetings are hard to arrange since Palestinians are not allowed to go into Israel to meet their counterparts, and Israeli Jews face fines if they travel to us.

Part of the process we are looking to engage is the reframing what the conflict is about because, even as nonviolent activists, we have been drawn into narrative perspectives and frameworks of understanding established by the occupation. For instance, when religious establishments take the view that this is a religious conflict, those of us who are active in behalf of peace have to address religion in a new way, in a way that builds bridges and not walls.

 

LYNN: I have a question about the role of Palestinian women and how they contribute to peace making?

 

SAMI: Many families cannot find food for themselves. Large numbers of fathers and sons are imprisoned. Unemployment is high. The stress and the suffering we experience on the economic level create a strain on the community and especially upon women. Women are central to family and community, which is why we at Holyland Trust are excited about the work we have been doing with woman. The Palestinian woman has an historic role in the liberation movement. However, when the so-called Oslo peace process began, Palestinian women were completely marginalized from the process. After the first intifada, during which women played a huge role, the Palestinian authority and post Oslo political process marginalized women. Currently, many NGOs are dedicated to strengthening women’s access to resources within the Palestinian community and are working with women to develop their leadership skills.

One of the programs we currently sponsor is a leadership development program for women. We go and meet with women in their communities and begin a conversation with them about the challenges they face in their communities when they try to exercise some power. Women have a responsibility to honor the voice they have in creating the future of Palestine and in nonviolent social change movements. We understand that women are critical to the dream of freedom. We can’t move forward without them.

 

LYNN: We’ve talked a lot about transforming trauma into healing. As you think about non-violence, how do you cope with the daily stress that derives from living under occupation?

 

SAMI: I want to say it’s a combination of spiritual and strategic

approaches. It is definitely a slow process to live in a way that confronts the injustice while trying at the same time to create inner peace on a daily basis. I believe that humanity is at heart, good, that human beings generally operate with good intentions, and that God’s creation is good. I look at the situation we’re living in as not a normative human situation, but as the result of experiences and realities that Palestinians and Israelis have faced and have not been able to cope with. Our situation reflects the very violent and very deadly interactions we have with each other. Being able to distinguish among our natural goodness and the distortions in our behavior that arise from violence is where spirituality plays a very important role. I rely upon the whole philosophy of non-violence to mediate these distinctions. Nonviolence holds that we must never attack people; rather we attack the injustice and strive to dissolve and transform the structures of oppression. Faithfulness to nonviolence means never destroying human life, never undermining human dignity, never demonizing the other, and never dehumanizing even your greatest oppressor because nonviolence reveals that we are all in need of liberation. This point of view is important for my personal well-being.

At Holyland Trust, we emphasize in our leadership and nonviolence training programs the need and capacity to always look towards the future. What is the future you want to create? We learn from the past, we honor the past, we respect the past, and we grieve the past. And then, we focus on how we can create a future that is fully independent from the experiences of the past, which have traumatized us, and really put 100% of our effort to move toward a peaceful future. When you put 100% of your efforts to move toward that future, you can build a strategy to achieve that future that does not include anger, revenge or retaliation. A peaceful future emerges from an authentic search for peaceful coexistence, equality, justice and respectful relationships among all communities. It is not an easy process. When Palestinians and Israelis begin to move in that direction, toward the future we want to create rather than a future filled with retaliation, then I think we can really move forward toward a peaceful future for our children.

Yoav Litvin: Accountability and Healing in the Israeli Palestinian Conflict

I want to begin this conversation by saying that I am a humanist; I think all people deserve equal rights and have the potential to be wonderful. I am a natural optimist in that respect. I’m also an evolutionary scientist and an atheist who believes trauma has profound impacts on the human psyche and is at the root of much human suffering. Using the scientific perspective, one can choose to understand the Israeli/Palestinian conflict in one of two ways. One can subscribe to the Neo-Liberal interpretation of the Darwinian approach, meaning that in the ‘rough neighborhoods of the Middle East’ only the strong survive. We see that perspective represented by a long line of pro-aggression, expansionist and militaristic governments that instill fear in their populations in order to facilitate their political and economic goals. The Jewish victim narrative that includes fear of Palestinians sustains the level of aggression and oppression that is a part of daily life in the reality of occupation.

 

On the other hand, one can subscribe to an evolutionary approach that emphasizes the adaptive utility of altruistic behavior. Learning about the brain mechanisms associated with healing trauma benefits our effort to understand and find effective solutions to conflict.

 

I want to acknowledge my place in the conflict. I am a Jewish Israeli born in Jerusalem. At the age of 6, I moved with my family to New York City for a period of six years, after which we returned to Israel. I completed my high school studies, and subsequently completed a three-year obligatory military service in the Israeli Defense Force as a medic in the paratroopers. Like many Israelis, following my (restrictive) army service I felt the need to escape and spread my wings, so I traveled extensively in Asia and Australia. I believe that my nomadic lifestyle played a critical role in shaping my belief system because traveling outside of Israel exposed me to a diverse array of individuals, societies and philosophies that broadened my perspective. These encounters helped me become aware of humanity’s commonalities. I am grateful for my good fortune at meeting wonderful people who, in their wisdom, encouraged me to be modest in my approach, base my opinions on facts that I have personally researched rather than on dogma or hearsay, and encouraged me to question authority. I have adopted a professionally rigorous scientific approach to my beliefs and political opinions.

 

I believe any sincere conversation about peacemaking has to start with an acknowledgment of my personal responsibility as an Israeli in this conflict. I give witness to the injustices of the occupation. I strongly believe that Israeli society must learn to accept and understand the history of injustices toward Palestinians for which we are responsible. Only by acknowledging that we are all accomplices to this injustice can we as Israelis build a peaceful future in Israel. I do not subscribe to the idea that peacemaking in this conflict requires a balanced approach. There isn’t really a balance here, and I don’t think both sides have to change equally. I believe a significant change on the Israeli side is paramount, simply because Israel is the stronger party of the two in this situation.

 

I served in the Israeli Defense Forces, the army, which means I carried out orders that preserved the occupation and the expansionist policies of the Israeli Government. What’s more, I passively accepted the narrative that the media and various government agencies and institutions continuously recited, justifying the occupation. That said, there were other options, which I did not access or was even aware of at the time of my service. There has always been a nucleus of hard-working ‘left-wingers’ who have been promoting human rights and level-headed discourse for decades, but are consistently marginalized.

 

I grew up in a ‘Liberal Zionist’ household which I’ve come to understand is a contradiction. Liberalism and Zionism do not really mesh. Liberal Zionism supposedly maintains a belief in universal human rights together with a Zionist ideology that endorses Israel as a Jewish state. Although Israel mentions human rights in its Declaration of Independence, it has no constitution. The lack of a constitution, among other things, has provided successive Israeli governments with a loophole necessary to justify territorial expansion and occupation. Moreover, Israeli officials have relied on the Jewish victim narrative to secure popular support. Israelis are taught to see themselves as the heroic few versus the powerful many.

 

After high school, I joined a combat unit. I was 18 and, like many at that age, extremely immature. Most of my choices were motivated by peer pressure. I was more concerned with how society perceived me as a combat soldier, than I was with the dangers posed by service in a combat unit or the moral implications of being a combat soldier. My M.A.S.H. unit was stationed in the front fighting line, and was the first station where injured soldiers were treated. Learning how to be a paramedic was the highlight of my military service. I was never much into shooting and militaristic stuff. I remember the first day I arrived at the army base, I got off the bus and was handed a shovel. “Okay soldier,” barked my superior, “Shovel this dirt from here to there. When you’re done, shovel it back.” At that moment, I realized I had made a big mistake! I never became a gung-ho soldier.

 

My M.A.S.H. unit was composed of a doctor, five to ten medics and an ambulance driver. We rotated between training activities for three months and ‘border’ or ‘within border’ service for three months. Most of my ‘border’ service took place in south Lebanon. In addition, I served in Hebron, situated in the occupied West Bank. Hebron is a very controversial city with religious significance for both sides. It is predominately Palestinian: more than 200,000 Palestinians and 500 Jews. I used to patrol Jewish settlements as well as Palestinian neighborhoods. I also participated in nighttime raids on the homes of Palestinians who were suspected of plotting different kinds of actions against Israeli forces in the villages around Hebron and within Hebron itself. Initially, I tried to believe my service in Hebron had some moral significance. However, as time passed and I came to know the Jewish settlers I was assigned to guard, I found them to be extremely fanatical in their exclusive, zealous ideology and overly engrossed in their self-righteousness and feelings of supremacy toward any persons who did not share their opinions. Settlers, I came to learn, viewed the local Palestinians as enemies.

 

The settlers regarded any soldier who expressed support for Palestinians with contempt. Just after we arrived, representatives from the settlement came to our post with complementary cake and coffee. At the time, the gesture seemed odd to me because I naively thought I was there to uphold the law for the sake of both sides. I did not regard the IDF as a personal security force hired to protect one side against the other. However, when the army explicitly intervened to stop settler vandalism and brutality against the Palestinians, the coffee and cake no longer came, and greetings, smiles or any other recognition were no longer given. I felt I was risking my life to keep the peace, but the settlers regarded me with distain.

 

One pivotal change in my thinking occurred when Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated in November 1995. These were the days of the Oslo peace negotiations, and there was a very positive vibe in Israel and in the territories during that time; it felt like a positive shift was guiding both sides toward reconciliation and the conflict was nearing resolution. On the day of Rabin’s assassination, I was at my base in the outskirts of Hebron. Before anyone knew what was going on, my commander Ori Azulai, an impressive man who later got killed in Lebanon by a side bomb, rounded us up and with tears in his eyes told us the news of the assassination. Meanwhile, in the background, at the infamously radical settlement of Kiryat Arba, we heard fireworks go off in celebration. Prime Minister Rabin was the sworn enemy of Hebron’s settlers due to his peace efforts and movement toward reconciliation with the Palestinians. That experience showed me just how polarized Israeli society really was.

 

During my service, I was literally counting the days until my release. I still believe that the day I was released from the army was probably the happiest day of my life. I felt like the world was once again full of possibilities and that I was able to regain control over my destiny. After my release, I spent a few months saving up enough money to travel extensively for about 2 years. It is interesting that one doesn’t see many people from other countries who systematically travel for several years during their twenties instead of going to study at a university or starting to work. I believe the ‘backpack’ mentality as its called, is a reaction to the pressure cooker that is Israel; many people, including myself when I lived there, choose not to have a television nor read the newspapers. I remember just not wanting to hear the news because news was always overwhelming, violent and made me feel powerless. I think a lot of Israelis share that sentiment. We’d rather live in a bubble. Nowadays I can no longer shut myself off from reality. Living abroad provides me with the space I need to reconnect.

 

After my travels, I lived in Hawaii for four years working on my PhD, and now I’ve been living in New York City for the past 5 years. Both locations are examples of societies where cultural diversity and integration is valued, even though conflicts exist, they are not akin to what I experienced in Israel. It hasn’t been easy for me to realize that a lot of the notions and ideals that I’ve been raised to believe are half-truths that focus on one side of the conflict and ignore or repress the other side. One evening, for instance I had dinner with two art professors from the University of Hawaii. One intelligently challenged some of my liberal Zionist opinions, and became extremely upset with my views. I went home and checked up on the validity of some of my assertions and realized that I was reciting statements that I believed were fact, but were actually false. It shocked me to realize just how ignorant I was about historical truth and I felt very ashamed. This is one of several occasions that humbled me and motivated me to research the history of the conflict. I’ve gone through a process that has involved a lot of anger, shame as well as fear for my friends and family who are still in Israel and still semi-support a lot of the policies that the government endorses and I have come to reject.

 

At this point, I would like to address the topic of dissent, which I believe is a critical factor for transforming the culture of denial so rampant in Israeli society and creating a mechanism for healing and change. Dissent is a way to question authority and to challenge those at the helm of a nation to remain loyal to their promises, act in the best interest of all the people and be held accountable for corruption and other violations of legal and ethical principles of human rights. In addition, dissent focuses public attention on the injustices in its midst that require a pro-active response. Dissent is a powerful public tool, one that I choose to engage.

 

While Palestinian national leadership is undoubtedly plagued with corruption and has also committed serious crimes such as targeting innocent civilians *(see Goldstone Report), I believe that the misdeeds of Palestinian national leadership should be dealt with by the Palestinian people themselves. As an Israeli, I feel responsible for my own government’s actions because, for one thing, I can actually affect government policies through the democratic process, while my role is very different in relationship to Palestine.

 

In addition, many Israelis avoid responsibility for Israel’s actions by focusing on Palestinian misdeeds in ways that avoid self-critique. (‘It’s their fault. They make us act this way.’) Israelis are also not able to disassociate themselves from the actions of their government, due to an indoctrination process, which begins at a young age and leads to mandatory military service. In this way, every citizen is turned into a willing accomplice to occupation and thus, unable to dissent. This condition is a resounding success for Israeli government propaganda.

 

In order to be able to truly dissent from one’s government’s actions and policies, one must first be willing to take responsibility for being an accomplice to those actions and then, deal with the resulting feelings of guilt and shame. Unfortunately, many people avoid confronting guilt and shame at any cost. Yet, if a person never questions his/her actions, and feels completely justified in following his/her government’s orders, past mistakes will surely be repeated and national misdeeds will be perpetuated. Introducing doubt in the form of dissent into the political and national discourse is critical to promoting a process of systematic and institutional change. Dissent is a positive action that leads to true healing. I am able to write these words because I went through such a process.

 

I believe that true healing on both sides needs to involve courage, patience and empathy. This is a hard condition to bring about if we do not acknowledge that Israelis and Palestinians are in an abusive relationship. The Israeli side is the abuser, no doubt. Given the historical information available, it is very difficult to convincingly argue otherwise. There is a very skewed balance of power in this conflict, which all Israeli governments have worked hard to preserve.

 

It is absolutely critical to recognize that the injustices experienced by Palestinians originate in the catastrophic events of 1948 and continue to be perpetrated to this day. The injustices imposed upon Palestinians by Israel have escalated since 1967, but the Nakba, or Catastrophe of 1948 remains essential to understanding the history and reality of the conflict. People who promote the idea that the current crisis started in 1967 instead of 1948 obstruct our capacity to achieve peace. I believe the conflict is a political, and not a religious one, even though the right wing has imposed its exclusivist religious vision on the political process, thus endangering all efforts to promote peacemaking.

 

My training as a neuroscientist/researcher contributes to my view of conflict transformation. I work on brain mechanisms that regulate emotion, specifically fear and anxiety, and how these emotions affect social behavior, including ways in which anxiety disorders such as post traumatic stress-disorder (PTSD) facilitate major depression. The way our brain perceives and responds to stressful situations is extremely relevant to understanding the progression and persistence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and other conflicts worldwide. Israel is home to hundreds of thousands of traumatized individuals, whether as a result of the Holocaust, some other anti-Semitic persecution, or as an outcome of the many wars Israel has engaged in. Israel can be seen as a PTSD nation, which displays reactive responses characterized by defensive, aggressive, knee-jerk behaviors typical of trauma victims. Unfortunately, the political, religious, military and economic elites in Israel manipulate fear-based emotions of already traumatized people in order to justify and sustain brutal state policies toward Palestinians by promoting a state of chronic fear and anxiety. Fear is an emotion crucial to survival. The brain mechanisms that regulate fear are evolutionarily conserved in mammals. In fact, all mammals have dedicated systems that regulate fear behavior. These systems are also present in animals that existed millions of years prior to the emergence of mammals. However, many mammals, including human beings, have the capacity to learn behaviors that transcend instinctive fear mechanisms. Altruistic and nonviolent thought and behavior can be learned through education and training. We can consciously change our behavior.

 

I work with rats and mice in order to study what happens when we manipulate neural pathways that regulate fear. A classical way to “condition” an animal to fear a particular object is by presenting an aversive stimulus, such as a loud noise or a shock, along with a neutral cue, such as a light or a musical tone. As a result of this conditioning, the animal forms an association between the neutral cue (for example, a green light) and the aversive stimulus (shock or loud noise). A green light that was once neutral now evokes fear in the animal because it is associated with an aversive stimulus. A neural connection has been formed between the sensory pathways that perceive the cue and the emotional pathways that regulate fear. The amygdala is the key brain structure involved in this process. It is the location where a synaptic connection is formed between the neutral cue and the aversive stimulus.

 

Since so much of the Israeli Palestinian conflict is sustained by fear, it is important for us to understand how we, as mammals, actually overcome fear. Very simply put, If one wants to extinguish the association between cues and emotions that produce fear behavior, one needs to repeatedly re-expose the animal to the neutral cue without the aversive stimulus. This kind of re-conditioning process causes the animal to diminish its fear toward the green light, a process called ‘extinction of fear’. The prefrontal cortex is the key structure involved in the extinction of fear by inhibiting activity in the amygdala. A large and developed prefrontal cortex is considered the pinnacle of human evolutionary development; it is involved in decision making, rational thought, and its functional capacity is strengthened through the process of education. Drugs of abuse like cocaine and methamphetamine target and damage the prefrontal cortex and therefore, cause addicts to experience difficulties with decision-making and other cognitive processes. Cognitive behavioral therapy utilizes our understanding of the way fear can be overcome through extinction. Treatment for fear of heights or spiders, for example, commonly involves re-exposure to the traumatic stimulus, which strengthens the prefrontal inhibition of the amygdala, and ultimately inhibits the cue’s aversion. Even when treatment is successful, however, the neural pathway between the and the fear response will always exist in that particular animal. Thus, even after inhibiting a fearful association by use of re-exposure therapy, if the animal or human is re-exposed to the aversive stimulus, it will again exhibit fear toward the neutral stimulus. This process is called reinstatement. Lastly, animals possess innate fears, such as rats fear toward cats. A rat reared in a laboratory setting that has never encountered a cat will, nonetheless, exhibit fearful behaviors when exposed to cat odor due to a strong evolutionary selection pressure to develop such innate fear. This is a form of fear related to survival.

 

It may surprise you, but I believe we can apply a behaviorist approach to Israeli Palestinian conflict transformation. I have no doubt that the tension between Israelis and Palestinians can be unlearned. Israelis are conditioned by the government, the media and the education system to fear Palestinians, and Palestinians are conditioned to fear Israelis, although the aversive ‘stimulus’ is somewhat different. The “other” is always regarded with suspicion in a fear-based relationship. As an Israeli I know that the Israeli government persistently portrays the Palestinian side as a threat to the very existence of Israel and Israelis, the so-called ‘demographic threat’. When tensions between Jewish Israelis and Palestinians subside (during a ceasefire, for instance), or Israeli social issues take center stage, the easiest way for the government to regain control is the reinstatement of Israeli fear. Focusing public attention on fear of Iran or fear of rocket attacks, for example shifts the public’s attention away from extinction processes that can lead to reconciliation, and put an end to the greed that motivates expansionism and aggression. The fear factor formula always works for the government because fear based policies manipulate neural systems that are present in all humans, and cause aggressive, impulsive and destructive behaviors. In contrast, the cultivation of pathways that are necessary for altruistic behavior can only be developed through positive and sustained healing-based education.

 

In summary, people can be conditioned to fear “others”. The only means to overcome fear-based conditioning is through repeated exposure and interaction with the other. These interactions inhibit fear produced by the amygdala by strengthening the prefrontal cortex. Mutual grieving, dialogue toward reconciliation, frequent meetings, an education system that uncompromisingly promotes historical truth, as well as the creation of relationships through shared acts of solidarity and civilian resistance to occupation all have the capacity to reduce and inhibit our fear of each other. Hopefully, if we pursue healing activities, our association of the other as an object of fear will slowly return to a neutral status. Nonetheless, we will always have to maintain constant awareness and caution over the possibility of reinstatement. My hope is that one day, in several generations, there will be no more danger of reinstatement and the fear of the other will have been permanently extinguished.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Sami Awad is the executive director of Holy Land Trust, a nonprofit he founded in 1998 in Bethlehem, Palestine dedicated to promoting nonviolence, leadership development, healing and transformation in order to pave the way for the peaceful future.

 

Yoav Litvin, a Jewish Israeli born in Jerusalem, is a doctor of Psychology/ Behavioral Neuroscience, currently conducting his postdoctoral research at The Rockefeller University, NYC. His research is focused on the brain’s reaction to trauma.

 

Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb co-directs Shomer Shalom Network for Jewish Nonviolence. She coordinates Young, Pacifist and Proud, and Multifaith Peacewalk programing for The Fellowship of Reconciliation. Lynn is a performing artist and author of essays and books that include Trail Guide to The Torah of Nonviolence; Peace Primer II and She Who Dwells Within: A Feminist Vision of Renewed Judaism.

 

The Fellowship of Reconciliation has supported the work of ending Israeli Occupation of Palestine as well as constructive peace building on all sides through its delegation work, and solidarity organizing. FOR is entering it’s 100th year as the first interfaith organization committed to nonviolence, restorative justice and reconciliation.
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