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           Introduction 

 Intergroup confl icts are an inherent part of human 
relations, having on a large scale taken place con-
tinuously and constantly throughout all millennia 
of history. Of these, intractable intergroup 
confl icts, 1  which still rage in various parts of the 
globe—in Sri Lanka, Kashmir, Chechnya, or the 
Middle East—are of special interest. Confl icts in 
this category stem from disagreements over con-
tradictory goals and interests in different domains 
such as territories, natural resources, economic 
wealth, self-determination, and/or basic values, 
and these real issues must be addressed in confl ict 
resolution processes. Nonetheless, it is assumed 
that these disagreements could potentially be 
resolved if not for the powerful sociopsychologi-
cal barriers which fuel and maintain the confl icts 
(Arrow et al.  1995 ; Bar-Siman-Tov  1995 ,     2010 ; 
Bar-Tal and Halperin  2011 ; Ross and Ward  1995 ). 

1   Intractable confl icts are violent, fought over goals viewed 
as existential, perceived as being of zero sum nature and 
unsolvable, preoccupy a central position in the lives of the 
involved societies, require immense investments of mate-
rial and psychological resources, and last for at least 
25 years (Bar-Tal  2007a ,  2013 ; Kriesberg  1993 ). 
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 These barriers inhibit and impede progress 
toward a peaceful settlement of the confl ict. 
They are found among both leaders and society 
 members and stand as major obstacles to begin-
ning negotiations for a solution, to maintaining 
these negotiations, to achieving an agreement, 
and later to engaging in a process of reconcilia-
tion. In our view, the sociopsychological barriers 
to confl ict resolution refer to the integrated opera-
tion of cognitive, emotional, and motivational 
processes, combined with a preexisting repertoire 
of rigid confl ict-supporting beliefs, worldviews, 
and emotions that result in selective, biased, and 
distorted information processing (Bar-Tal and 
Halperin  2011 ). This processing obstructs and 
inhibits the penetration of new information that 
can potentially contribute to progress in the de- 
escalation or peacemaking process. 

 The chapter will fi rst present the evolvement of 
the culture of confl ict that provides the foundation 
for the emergence of sociopsychological barriers 
to confl ict resolution. Subsequently, it will describe 
the barriers’ functioning on the societal level, 
focusing on the mechanisms employed to maintain 
the culture of confl ict. The next part will introduce 
a general integrative model of sociopsychological 
barriers on the individual level, focusing on cogni-
tive, motivational, and emotional factors, and 
introducing the concept of self-censorship. A con-
ceptual framework will follow, proposing ways to 
overcome the sociopsychological barriers. Finally, 
the signifi cance of this framework and the fi ndings 
supporting it will be discussed.  
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    Development of Sociopsychological 
Barriers to Confl ict Resolution 

    Evolvement of an Ideology of Confl ict 

 Our point of departure is that intractable confl icts 
have an “imprinting” effect on the individual and 
collective lives of the participating societies’ 
members. The above described characteristics of 
intractable confl ict imply that society members 
living under these harsh conditions experience 
severe and continuous negative psychological 
effects such as chronic threat, stress, pain, uncer-
tainty, exhaustion, suffering, grief, trauma, mis-
ery, and hardship, both in human and material 
terms (see, e.g., Cairns  1996 ; de Jong  2002 ; 
Milgram  1986 ; Robben and Suarez  2000 ). An 
intractable confl ict also demands the constant 
mobilization of society members to support and 
actively take part in it, even to the extent of the 
willingness to sacrifi ce their own lives. In view of 
these experiences, society members must adapt 
to the harsh conditions by satisfying their basic 
human needs, learning to cope with the stress, 
and developing psychological mechanisms that 
will be conducive to successfully withstanding 
the rival group. 

 We propose that in order to meet the above 
challenges, societies in intractable confl ict 
develop a repertoire of functional beliefs, atti-
tudes, emotions, values, motivations, norms, and 
practices (   Bar-Tal  2007 ,  2013 ). This repertoire 
provides a meaningful picture of the confl ict situ-
ation, justifi es the society’s behavior, facilitates 
wide mobilization for participation in the con-
fl ict, effectively differentiates between the in- 
group and the rival, and enables the maintenance 
of a positive social identity and collective self- 
image. These elements of the sociopsychological 
repertoire, on both the individual and collective 
levels, gradually crystallize into a well-organized 
system of shared societal beliefs, 2  attitudes, and 

2   Societal beliefs are the building blocks of narratives. 
They are defi ned as shared cognitions by the society mem-
bers that address themes and issues that the society mem-
bers are particularly occupied with and which contribute 
to their sense of uniqueness (Bar-Tal  2000 ). 

emotions that penetrates into the society’s institu-
tions and communication channels and become 
part of its sociopsychological infrastructure. This 
infrastructure includes collective memories, an 
ethos of confl ict, and collective emotional orien-
tation 3  that are all mutually interrelated—they 
provide the major narratives, motivations, orien-
tations, and goals that society members need in 
order to carry on with their lives under the harsh 
conditions of intractable confl ict, while support-
ing its continuation. 

  Collective memory of confl ict  describes the 
outbreak of the confl ict and its course, providing 
a coherent and meaningful picture of what has 
happened from the societal perspective (Bar-Tal 
 2007 ,  2013 ; Devine-Wright  2003 ; Papadakis 
et al.  2006 ; Tint  2010 ). Complementing the col-
lective memory is the  ethos of confl ict , defi ned as 
the confi guration of shared central societal beliefs 
that provide a particular dominant orientation to a 
society at present and for the future (Bar-Tal 
 2000 ,  2007 ,  2013 ). It is composed of eight major 
themes about issues related to the confl ict, the in- 
group, and its adversary: (1)  societal beliefs 
about the justness of one’s own goals , which out-
line the contested goals, indicate their crucial 
importance, and provide their explanations and 
rationales; (2)  societal beliefs about security  
stress the importance of personal safety and 
national survival and outline the conditions for 
their achievement; (3)  societal beliefs of positive 
collective self-image  concern the ethnocentric 
tendency to attribute positive traits, values, and 
behaviors to one’s own society; (4)  societal 
beliefs of victimization  concern the self- 
presentation of the in-group as the victim of the 
confl ict; (5)  societal beliefs of delegitimizing the 
opponent  concern beliefs that deny the adver-
sary’s humanity; (6)  societal beliefs of patriotism  
generate attachment to the country and society by 
propagating loyalty, love, care, and sacrifi ce; (7) 
 societal beliefs of unity  refer to the importance of 
ignoring internal confl icts and disagreements 

3   Collective emotional orientation refers to societal char-
acterization of an emotion that is refl ected   on individual 
and collective level in sociopsychological repertoire, as 
well as in tangible and intangible societal symbols such as 
cultural products or ceremonies (Bar-Tal  2001 ,  2013 ). 
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during intractable confl icts to unite the society’s 
forces in the face of an external threat; and, 
fi nally, (8)  societal beliefs of peace  refer to peace 
as the ultimate desire of the society but are not 
attached to any concrete sacrifi ces that must be 
made toward this end. 

 The described themes of ethos of confl ict also 
appear in the collective memory of confl ict. 
Together, they form a kind of ideology that pro-
vides a general worldview about the reality of 
confl ict. As an ideology, the presented themes 
create a conceptual framework that allows soci-
ety members to organize and comprehend the 
world in which they live and to act toward its 
preservation or alteration in accordance with this 
standpoint (   Eagleton  1991 ; Jost et al.  2009 ; 
McClosky and Zaller  1984 ; Shils  1968 ; Van Dijk 
 1998 ). The ideology refl ects genuine attempts to 
give meaning to and organize the experiences and 
information provided by life in the context of 
intractable confl ict, as well as conscious or 
unconscious tendencies to rationalize the way 
things are, or alternatively, the wishes of how 
they should be (e.g., Jost et al.  2003 ). Moreover, 
it is a determinative factor in affecting the evalu-
ation and judgment of confl ict-related issues. The 
ideology affects the way society members view 
events of the confl ict, interpret their experiences, 
and judge various issues that arise throughout 
time, including different proposed solution to 
resolve the confl ict. In addition to the noted func-
tions, the ideology also strengthens unity, inter-
dependence, and solidarity, as it creates a shared 
view of the confl ict reality based on common 
experiences and socialization. 

 In this conception, it is of crucial importance 
to note that this ideology provides a conservative 
outlook on the reality of intractable confl ict 
(   Krochik and Jost 2011). Indeed, Hogg ( 2004 ) 
proposed that ideologies that tend to develop 
under extreme uncertainty (such as intractable 
confl ict) are conservative ideologies that resist 
change. In this line, the described ideology with 
its themes comes to preserve the existing order of 
continuing the confl ict and thus to maintain the 
known and familiar without taking any risks in 
moving into the unknown and ambiguous terri-
tory of peacemaking. The ideology focuses on 
potential threats and losses in moving toward 

compromises with the rival and emphasizes 
 stability and security within the present situation 
(Jost et al.  2003 ). It expresses a fear of change, 
because as Thórisdóttir and Jost ( 2011 ) noted, 
“the status quo, no matter how aversive, is a 
known condition and is therefore easier to predict 
and imagine than a potentially different state of 
affairs that could be either better or worse” 
(p. 789). 

 It is therefore not surprising that we found that 
a general conservative outlook, refl ected in right- 
wing authoritarianism (RWA—   Altemeyer  1981 ), 
predicts adherence to the ethos of confl ict (Bar- 
Tal et al.  2012 ). Ethos of confl ict and RWA as 
worldviews refl ect a conservative orientation of 
adhering to traditional goals and known situa-
tions, closure to new ideas, and mistrust of the 
other—elements that lead to readily detecting 
threats and dangers in possible changes. This 
study also shows that adherence to the ethos of 
confl ict is related to unwillingness to support 
compromises needed to resolve the confl ict. It is 
individuals’ ideology about the confl ict that closes 
them to new possibilities and makes them intran-
sigent (see also Halperin and Bar-Tal  2011 ). 

 Eventually, the described infrastructure 
becomes institutionalized and is widely dissemi-
nated. Consequently, it serves as a foundation for 
the development of a culture of confl ict that dom-
inates societies engaged in intractable confl icts.  

    Culture of Confl ict 

 A  culture of confl ict  develops when societies 
saliently integrate into their culture tangible and 
intangible symbols that have been created to 
communicate a particular meaning about the pro-
longed and continuous experiences of living in 
the context of prolonged and violent confl ict 
(Bar-Tal  2010 ,  2013 ;    Geertz  1973 ; Ross  1998 ). 
Symbols of confl ict become hegemonic elements 
in the culture of societies involved in intractable 
confl ict: They provide the dominant meaning 
about the present reality, about the past, and 
about future goals and serve as guides for indi-
vidual action. Ann Swidler’s ( 1986 , p. 273) dis-
cussion of culture as “a ‘tool kit’ of rituals, 
symbols, stories, and world views”, which people 
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use to construct “strategies of action,” is an 
important theoretical addition and can serve as a 
foundation for the present discussion. Bond 
( 2004 ) elaborated on this psychological concep-
tion of culture in a manner fully congruent with 
the discussion of a culture of confl ict, by defi ning 
culture as follows:

  “A shared system of beliefs (what is true), values 
(what is important), expectations, especially about 
scripted behavioral sequences, and behavioral 
meanings (what is implied by engaging in a given 
action) developed by a group over time to provide 
the requirement of living… This shared system 
enhances communication of meaning and coordi-
nation of actions among culture’s members by 
reducing uncertainty and anxiety through making 
its members’ behavior predictable, understand-
able, and valued” (p. 62). 

   We suggest that the sociopsychological infra-
structure’s solidifi cation, as an indication of the 
development of a culture of confl ict, includes the 
four key features: (1)  Extensive sharing —The 
societal beliefs of the sociopsychological infra-
structure and the accompanying emotions are 
widely shared by society members. 4  (2)  Wide 
application —The repertoire is not only held by 
society members but is also put into active use by 
them in their daily conversations, being chroni-
cally accessible. In addition, it is dominant in the 
public discourse propagated by societal channels 
of mass communication and is often used by 
leaders to justify and explain decisions, policies, 
and courses of actions. Finally, the repertoire is 
also expressed in institutional ceremonies, com-
memorations, memorials, and so on. (3) 
 Expression in cultural products —The sociopsy-
chological infrastructure is also expressed 
through cultural products such as literary books, 
television programs, fi lms, theater plays, visual 
art, monuments, etc. (4)  Educational materials —
The sociopsychological infrastructure appears in 
the textbooks used in schools, and even in higher 

4   It is recognized that not all members of societies involved 
in intractable confl ict share equally the repertoire. 
Societies differ in the extent of sharing the societal beliefs 
of ethos and of collective memory. Moreover, there are 
societies that hold contradicting ethos even at the height 
of the confl ict and others may develop it with time. 

education institutions, as a central theme of 
socialization. 

 The above analysis aimed to present the basis 
on which the sociopsychological barriers to 
 confl ict resolution evolve and grow. These barri-
ers, which serve as powerful forces in societies 
involved in intractable confl icts, are grounded in 
the culture of confl ict, with the ideological themes 
of the ethos and collective memory as its pillars. 
These themes are also grounded in shared emo-
tions, which constitute another powerful vector to 
the functioning of the barriers. Taken together, 
these factors play a major role in preventing the 
processing of new information and consequently 
the adoption of new perspectives that could facili-
tate a peacemaking process. We will now elabo-
rate on these sociopsychological barriers. 

 The discussion of the sociopsychological barri-
ers is divided into two parts. The fi rst part presents 
the societal mechanisms that play an active role in 
creating barriers to the fl ow of alternative informa-
tion. The second part describes the nature and 
functioning of the barriers on the level of individ-
ual society members involved in intractable con-
fl icts and supporting them. The main argument 
advanced in this chapter is that although sociopsy-
chological barriers function on the individual 
level, this functioning is greatly affected by the 
dominant culture of confl ict, which acts a fi lter for 
information about the confl ict. They provide the 
social environment in which individual society 
members collect information, form experiences, 
and subsequently process them (see Fig.  7.1 ).  

 We propose that societies involved in intrac-
table confl ict use various societal mechanisms to 
block the appearance and dissemination of infor-
mation providing an alternative view of the con-
fl ict, the rival, the in-group, and/or the confl ict’s 
goals: alternative information that humanizes the 
rival and sheds a new light on the confl ict; that 
suggests compromises can be made; that sees a 
partner on the other side with whom it is possible 
to achieve a peaceful settlement of the confl ict; 
that views peace as benefi cial and the confl ict as 
costly; that views continuation of the confl ict as 
detrimental to the society; and that may even 
 provide evidence that the in-group also holds 
responsibility for the confl ict’s continuation and 
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has been acting immorally. This tendency to 
block alternative information can be found in 
every society involved in intractable confl ict in 
the phases of escalation. At the very least, formal 
institutions and channels of communication prac-
tice this tendency, while informal, and often mar-
ginal, institutions and organizations may provide 
the alternative information even in the early 
phases of the confl ict. 

 These societal mechanisms that constitute 
barriers will now be described.   

    Societal Mechanisms as Barriers 

 Societal mechanisms are in place to block alter-
native information and narratives from entering 
social spheres and guarantee that even when 
these do penetrate, they will be rejected, and 
society members will be unpersuaded by their 
evidence and arguments (Bar-Tal  2007 ; Horowitz 
 2000 ; Kelman  2007 ). Such societal mechanisms 
can be used by the formal authorities of the in- 
group—in some cases of the state—or by other 

agents of confl ict, who have a vested interest in 
preventing dissemination of alternative informa-
tion. The former can be governments, leaders, 
and societal institutions, and the latter can be 
NGOs and various organizations, as well as indi-
viduals who are in positions of gatekeepers of 
information.
    1.     Control of information . This mechanism 

refers to the selective dissemination of infor-
mation about the confl ict within society, as 
practiced by formal and informal societal 
institutions (e.g., state ministries, the military 
forces, and the media). These institutions 
p rovide information that sustains the 
dominant confl ict-supportive narrative while 
 suppressing information that may challenge it. 
This is done, for instance, by selecting friendly 
agents for the dissemination of information, 
by establishing a central organization to over-
see the dissemination of the offi cial confl ict- 
supportive narratives, and by preventing 
journalists or monitoring NGOs from entering 
particular areas of confl ict-related action 
(Dixon  2010 ). 

  Fig. 7.1    Formation of a culture of confl ict: macro and micro levels          
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 The Russians’ method for dealing with the 
local media during the second Russia- 
Chechnya War illustrates this mechanism’s 
employment. They established the Russian 
Information Center that briefed journalists and 
instructed Russian offi cials on what to tell the 
media. In addition, the separatists from 
Chechnya were effectively cut off from the 
media, and the Russians exercised strict con-
trol over journalists’ movements in Chechnya. 
Even when journalists were allowed to enter 
war zones, they were accompanied by Russian 
offi cials who decided where they could go and 
what they could see (   Caryl  2000 ). Moreover, 
we can see strategic manipulations of the 
information through a mechanism called 
“gaming the system.” For instance, some 
members of government’s teams could selec-
tively frame and/or distort the information 
through its proactive manipulation to misguide 
and actively bias the information that will be 
allowed to decision-makers (Galluccio  2011 ).   

   2.     Censorship . This mechanism refers to the pro-
hibitions on the publication of information in 
various products (e.g., newspapers articles, 
cultural channels and offi cial publications) that 
challenges the themes of the dominant con-
fl ict-supporting narratives. These products 
typically have to be submitted to a formal insti-
tution for approval before they become public 
(Peleg  1993 ). This method was used, for exam-
ple, by the government of Sri Lanka in its 
struggle against the Tamil minority. In 1973, 
the government enacted the Press Council Bill 
that formed a censoring council whose mem-
bers, appointed by the president, where autho-
rized to prohibit the discussion in the mass 
media of sensitive policies and  political and 
economic topics related to the way the confl ict 
was being handled (   Tyerman  1973 ).   

   3.     Restricting access to archives . This mecha-
nism aims to prevent the public disclosure of 
documents stored in archives (especially state 
archives) that may contradict the dominant 
narrative (Brown and Davis-Brown  1998 ). 
Usually, such documents are evidence of the 
in-group’s misdeeds, including atrocities, 
missed opportunities to make peace, or, 

 alternatively, information that may contradict 
the negative view of rival groups as depicted 
in the confl ict-supporting narrative, such as 
evidence of sincere peace initiatives put for-
ward by these groups. The prevention of 
access to archived documents can be compre-
hensive—applying to all people and all 
 documents—or selective. For example, since 
World War I, the Ottoman and later the Turkish 
archives were closed to the public with regard 
to documents that pertain to the Armenian 
Genocide. State offi cials had access to such 
documents but only to search for documents 
that supported the Turkish “no genocide” nar-
rative. In 1985, the archives were partially 
opened, but even then, access granted to the 
documents was highly selective (Dixon  2010 ; 
   Safarian  1999 ).   

   4.     Monitoring . This mechanism, employed by 
formal and informal societal institutions, 
refers to the regular scrutiny of information 
that is being disseminated to the public sphere 
(e.g., school textbooks, NGO reports, mass 
media news, studies of scholars, and so on) in 
order to identify information that contradicts 
the confl ict-supporting narrative, expose the 
sources of such information, and sanction 
them to prevent further dissemination of such 
information (Avni and Klustein  2009 ). The 
objects of this monitoring are typically mass 
media outlets, studies by scholars and research 
institutions, history textbooks, and peace 
NGOs’ reports. The monitoring is conducted 
by formal and informal societal institutions. 
An example of the use of monitoring can be 
found in the Israeli-Jewish society, with orga-
nizations such as Israel Academia Monitor 
(IAM) and NGO Monitor employing this 
mechanism widely to single out individuals, 
groups, and NGOs that, in their view, under-
mine Jewish-Zionist interests (   IAM  2011 ).   

   5.     Discrediting of counter-information . This cat-
egory encompasses methods for portraying 
information that supports counter-narratives 
and/or its sources (individuals or entities) as 
unreliable and as damaging to the interests of 
the in-group. Occasionally, these methods 
reach the level of delegitimization of individuals 
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and organizations that disseminate such 
information (Berger  2005 ). The Greek popu-
lation in Cyprus exemplifi es extensive 
employment of this mechanism. Confl ict- 
supporting governments as well as political 
parties, NGOs, and individuals have tried, 
continuously and systematically, to discredit 
and even delegitimize individuals, groups, 
and organizations that have engaged in the 
dissemination of information countering the 
prevailing views about the Turkish Cypriot 
confl ict, the rival, and the Greek society 
(Papadakis et al.  2006 ).   

   6.     Punishment . When individuals and entities 
challenge the hegemony of the dominant nar-
rative, they may face sanctions. These sanc-
tions can be formal and/or informal and may 
be of social, fi nancial, and/or physical nature. 
They are aimed at discouraging such chal-
lengers from conducting their activities and 
thereby effectively silence them (   Carruthers 
 2000 ). As an illustration, this mechanism was 
used extensively in El Salvador during the 
civil war. Journalists, scholars, and students 
who criticized the government were con-
stantly labeled as “destabilizers” and traitors; 
they were harassed, arrested, and physically 
attacked; their residences and offi ces were 
bombed, and some were even murdered. 
Harsh measures were also taken against the 
institutions themselves, including newspapers 
and even the National University of El 
Salvador (   Matheson  1986 ).   

   7.     Encouragement and rewarding . This mecha-
nism consists of “carrots” given to those 
sources, channels, agents, and products that 
support the sociopsychological repertoire of 
the confl ict. Authorities may reward and 
encourage such sources for providing 
narrative- supporting information, knowledge, 
art, and other products. In the case of the mass 
media, for example, a particular correspon-
dent may receive exclusive information or 
interviews for such favorable coverage. In the 
case of cultural products, the writer or painter 
may receive a prize for her creative work that 
supports the culture of confl ict. The goal is to 
show that those who follow the line reap 

 benefi ts and rewards and should serve as mod-
els for others. In this line, the Israeli minister 
of culture decided to award an annual prize for 
cultural work in the area of Zionism that comes 
to “express values of Zionism, the history of 
the Zionist movement and the return of the 
Jewish people to their historical homeland” 
(  http://www.mcs.gov.il/Culture/Professional_
Information/CallforScholarshipAward/Pages/
PrasZionut2011.aspx    ).    
  Taken, together, these mechanisms show that 

societies involved in intractable confl ict actively 
work to maintain the confl ict-supporting narrative 
and prevent any penetration of alternative beliefs 
that may undermine its dominance. This social 
situation may be described as  the monopolization 
of patriotism  (Bar-Tal  1997 ). In other words, soci-
ety’s dominant sector, which wishes to sustain the 
confl ict, situates the themes of the ethos of con-
fl ict and collective memory as the only ideology 
that refl ects true patriotism. In these cases, only 
those society members who accept this ideology 
are considered patriots, while other society mem-
bers who are attached to the nation and country 
but do not embrace this ideology are then labeled 
non-patriots. Monopolization of patriotism in this 
case becomes a mechanism of exclusion for soci-
ety members who do not hold the ideology. 
Consequently, society members must display 
unquestioning loyalty not only to the nation and 
state but also to the ideology. 

 When patriotism is monopolized, especially 
by a group in power, society members may con-
form to avoid being labeled as non-patriots. 
Those group members who have differing beliefs 
regarding the confl ict and/or the rival may prefer 
to hide them (   Mitchell  1981 ), as the label “non- 
patriot” is in itself a sanction. Other extreme 
labels may include “traitor,” “enemy,” or “foreign 
agent” and could bring about more severe sanc-
tions in the form of tangible punishments. In 
addition, social psychologists have proposed that 
society members may accept the view of the 
majority and even internalize it (Allen  1965 ; 
Kelman  1961 ). This type of conformity essen-
tially indicates a process of persuasion or social-
ization and occurs when individuals accept the 
view of the majority when constructing their own 
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reality. It refl ects the considerable infl uence that 
society has on individuals’ adoption of views, 
either through compliance, internalization, or 
identifi cation processes (Kelman  1958 ). Such 
conformity may be especially present in societies 
that block the fl ow of alternative information. 

 In addition, when the monopolizing group is 
in power, it may enforce conformity not only 
through sanctions but also through widespread 
indoctrination. It may impart the limiting defi ni-
tion of patriotism with the ideology of confl ict 
through various agents of socialization such as 
the mass media or schools. The pressure for con-
formity is especially effective when the regime 
has the control over the socialization and com-
munication institutions on the one hand and has 
the power to sanction dissenters on the other. 

 The described societal barriers illuminate the 
context in which societies function on the collec-
tive level. Nevertheless, it is important to note 
that although in every society these mechanisms 
appear to at least some degree, societies involved 
in intractable confl ict differ with regard to the 
extent of their use. Their appearance depends on 
various cultural, political, societal, and even 
international determinants. One of the important 
categories of variables that infl uence the develop-
ment of these processes is the society’s structural 
characteristics and especially its political culture 
(   Almond and Verba  1989 ). Of special importance 
is its level of openness, pluralism, tolerance, and 
freedom of speech, elements that have determi-
native infl uence on overall control of informa-
tion, freedom of expression, openness to 
considering alterative information, free fl ow of 
information, availability of free agents of 
 information, access to global sources of informa-
tion, and so on. The higher the level of control the 
society exercises over its members, the less free-
dom there is to consider alternative information. 
A society that limits pluralism, skepticism, or 
criticism prevents the emergence of alternative 
ideas that may push toward the peaceful resolu-
tion of the confl ict. 

 Societies in confl ict also differ from one 
another with regard to the need to use societal 
mechanisms to obstruct the fl ow of alternative 
information. In asymmetrical confl icts, one 

 society may have a more solidifi ed moral 
 epistemic basis in line with international moral 
codes than the other. This epistemic basis requires 
less employment of societal censorship mecha-
nisms, as, for example, in the case of Blacks in 
South Africa or Algerians in Algeria demanding 
an end to legal discrimination and colonialism, 
respectively. Other societies, however, may need 
to construct epistemic bases that negate the nor-
mative moral codes of intergroup behavior. Such 
societies will also need to use societal mecha-
nisms in order to uphold this narrative, as in the 
case of the Whites in South Africa and the French 
during the Algerian War. 

 Moreover, it is important to note that the 
described societal processes and mechanisms 
greatly infl uence the way society members think, 
process information, and act. Individuals’ behav-
ior is embedded within the societal context with 
its special conditions. The context not only pro-
vides the space in which society members can act 
cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally, but 
also serves, as noted, to encourage or limit these 
actions. The more leeway is provided to individu-
als, the more they can fl ourish and provide new, 
creative, and innovative ideas. We now turn the 
discussion toward the functioning of the socio-
psychological barriers on the individual level.  

    Individual Sociopsychological 
Barriers 

 The discussion of the sociopsychological barriers 
on the individual level must begin with the under-
standing that in all the societies involved in 
intractable confl icts, in their climax, at least a 
signifi cant portion of the society members hold 
in their repertoire the ideology of the ethos of 
confl ict and collective memory, and some even 
hold them with great confi dence (   Sharvit  2008 ). 
These ideological confl ict-supporting narratives 
form the pillars of the culture of confl ict, illumi-
nating the confl ict in a particular light. 
Theoretically, the confl ict-supporting narratives 
could be easily changed in the face of persuasive 
arguments that provide information about the 
costs of the confl ict, the rival’s humanity, the 
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rival’s willingness to negotiate a peaceful 
 resolution, past immoral acts by the in-group, 
and so on. In reality, however, this change rarely 
occurs over a short period of time 5 —even when 
society members are presented with valid alter-
native information that refutes their beliefs, they 
continue to adhere to them. Sociopsychological 
barriers, defi ned as “an integrated operation of 
cognitive, emotional and motivational processes, 
combined with pre- existing repertoire of rigid 
confl ict supporting beliefs, world views and 
emotions that result in selective, biased and dis-
torting information processing” (Bar-Tal and 
Halperin  2011 , p. 220), are a central reason for 
the described stalemate .  Thus, the barriers’ oper-
ation at the level of the individual results in one-
sided information processing that obstructs and 
inhibits the penetration of new information that 
may lead to support for the confl ict’s peaceful 
resolution. Consequently, regardless of the avail-
ability of such information, individuals are not 
even interested in exposure to alternative infor-
mation that may contradict their long-held ideo-
logical narratives about the confl ict. 

 The reason for this unwillingness to hear 
alternative information is  freezing  of these 
beliefs, which is the essence of barriers’ func-
tioning (Kruglanski  2004 ; Kruglanski and 
Webster  1996 ). The state of freezing is evidenced 
by the continued reliance on the confl ict-
supporting narratives, the reluctance to search 
for alternative information, and the resistance to 
persuasive counterarguments (Kruglanski  2004 ; 
Kruglanski and Webster  1996 ; Kunda  1990 ). The 
narratives of the culture of confl ict freeze due to 
the operation of cognitive, motivational, and 
emotional processes, as well as a number of 
sociopsychological factors on which we will 
now elaborate (see also the integrative model of 
sociopsychological barriers to peacemaking in 
Bar-Tal and Halperin  2011  for further elabora-
tion). We begin by describing the cognitive pro-
cesses, with a focus on the rigid structure of 
these societal beliefs. 

5   Still the process of change may take place with great dif-
fi culty, duration and obstacles. 

    The Cognitive Structural Factor 

 “Cognitive processes are the modalities, with 
which every individual structures the knowledge 
of himself and of the world, and they are ‘imbued’ 
of emotions and meanings” (Aquilar and 
Galluccio  2008 , p. 40). As a cognitive process, 
freezing is fed by the rigid structure of the soci-
etal confl ict-supporting beliefs of the narratives. 
Rigidity implies that these societal beliefs are 
resistant to change, as they are organized in a 
coherent manner with little complexity and great 
differentiation from alternative beliefs (Tetlock 
 1989 ; Rokeach  1960 ). Several factors cause this 
rigid structure. First, societal beliefs about the 
confl ict are often interrelated in an ideological 
structure. These beliefs, together, subscribe to all 
the criteria for being an ideology, and as such, 
they provide a well-organized system that may 
withstand counterarguments and new informa-
tion and is diffi cult to change (Jost et al.  2003 ). 
Second, as stated earlier, these beliefs satisfy 
important human needs such as needs for cer-
tainty, meaningful understanding, predictability, 
safety, mastery, positive self-esteem and identity, 
differentiation, justice, etc. (Bar-Tal  2007 ; Burton 
 1990 ;    Kelman and Fisher  2003 ; Staub and Bar- 
Tal  2003 ). Because they fulfi ll such primary 
needs, any change in these beliefs may be psy-
chologically costly to the individual. Finally, the 
beliefs are ego-involving and are also held by 
many society members with high confi dence as 
central and important, contributing to their stabil-
ity. All these factors contribute to the rigid struc-
ture of the societal beliefs of the ethos of confl ict 
and collective memory, preventing it from trans-
formation in more conciliatory beliefs (Petrocelli 
et al.  2007 ; Eagly and Chaiken  1993 ,  1998 ; Fazio 
 1995 ; Jost et al.  2003 ; Krosnick  1989 ; Lavine 
et al.  2000 ). 

 It is important to note in the discussion of the 
cognitive factor that this closed-mindedness is 
also affected by  general worldviews , which are 
systems of beliefs that are unrelated to the par-
ticular confl ict but provide orientations that con-
tribute to the confl ict’s continuation because of 
the perspectives, norms, and values forming them 
(Bar-Tal and Halperin  2011 ). Since their childhood, 
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individuals develop certain beliefs about 
t hemselves, other people, and the world, which 
drive the perception, processing, and recall of 
information. People core beliefs are understand-
ings that are so fundamental and deep that they 
regard them as absolute truths (Aquilar and 
Galluccio  2008 ). The list of these general world-
views is a long one, but prominent examples 
include political ideology (such as authoritarian-
ism or conservatism) that is not directly related to 
the confl ict (   Adorno et al.  1950 ; Altemeyer  1981 ; 
Jost  2006 ; Sidanius and Pratto  1999 ), specifi c 
values such as those related to power or conser-
vatism (Schwartz  1992 ), religious beliefs 
(Kimball  2002 ), and an entity theory about the 
nature of human qualities (Dweck  1999 ). All 
these worldviews infl uence how society members 
perceive the confl ict and form their beliefs about 
the nature of the confl ict, the rival, and their own 
group (see, e.g., Beit-Hallahmi and Argyle  1997 ; 
Dweck and Ehrlinger  2006 ; Golec and Federico 
 2004 ; Jost et al.  2003 ; Maoz and Eidelson  2007 ; 
Sibley and Duckit  2008 ).  

    The Motivational Factor 

 The second factor leading to freezing is motiva-
tional because the held societal beliefs have at their 
base specifi c closure needs (see Kruglanski  1989 , 
 2004 ; Chap.   16    ). That is, society members are 
motivated to view the narratives of ethos of con-
fl ict and collective memory as truthful and valid 
because they fulfi ll for them various needs (see, 
e.g., Burton  1990 ). Therefore, society  members 
use various cognitive strategies to increase the 
likelihood of reaching particular conclusions that 
are in line with these narratives (Kunda  1990 ). 
As part of this motivational process, they reject 
information that contradicts the held confl ict- 
supporting narratives but readily accept informa-
tion that supports their desired conclusion.  

    The Emotional Factor 

 The third factor that affects freezing comprises 
enduring negative intergroup emotions. They 
function to limit the psychological repertoire of 

society members and strengthen the rigidity of 
their societal beliefs. The emotions are linked to 
the societal beliefs through their appraisal com-
ponent: Each and every emotion is related to a 
unique confi guration of comprehensive (con-
scious or unconscious) evaluations of the emo-
tional stimulus (Roseman  1984 ), and this means 
that emotions are both interpreted in view of the 
societal beliefs and reinforce the beliefs once 
they are evoked. Hence, emotions and beliefs are 
closely related and reinforce each other continu-
ously. More specifi cally, the societal beliefs of 
the culture of confl ict are strongly related to neg-
ative emotions such as fear, hatred, and anger, 
widely shared by society members. Once these 
emotions are established and maintained as last-
ing emotional sentiments, they activate thoughts 
in line with the societal beliefs of the ethos 
(Halperin et al.  2011b ). 

 A typical example of a negative emotion that 
often has an obstructing effect on peacemaking 
processes is the chronic fear that is often an inher-
ent part of the psychological repertoire of society 
members involved in intractable confl ict. In many 
cases, fear in this violent context may even lead to 
the development of collective angst, which indi-
cates a perception of the group’s possible extinc-
tion (   Wohl and Branscombe  2008 ; Wohl et al. 
 2010 ). The prolonged experience of severe fear 
leads to a number of observed cognitive effects 
that intensify freezing. It sensitizes the organism 
and the cognitive system to certain threatening 
cues. It prioritizes information about potential 
threats and causes extension of the associative 
networks of information about threat. It causes 
overestimation of danger and threat. It facilitates 
the selective retrieval of information related to 
fear. It increases expectations of threat and dan-
gers, and it increases the accessibility of proce-
dural knowledge that was effective in coping with 
threatening situations in the past (Clore et al. 
 1994 ; Gray  1987 ; Isen  1990 ; Lazarus and Folkman 
 1984 ; LeDoux  1995 ,  1996 ; Öhman  1993 ). It may 
also lead to repression and, consequently, to the 
unchecked infl uence of unconscious affect    on 
behavior (Czapinski  1988 ; Jarymowicz  1997 ). 

 Moreover, once fear is evoked, it limits the acti-
vation of other regulatory mechanisms and limits 
consideration of alternative coping strategies, 
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due to its egocentric and maladaptive patterns of 
reaction to situations that require creative and 
novel solutions for coping. Indeed, empirical 
fi ndings demonstrate that fear has limiting effects 
on cognitive processing, and it tends to cause: 
adherence to known situations and avoidance of 
risky, uncertain and novel ones; cognitive freez-
ing, which reduces openness to new ideas; and 
resistance to change (Clore et al.  1994 ; Isen 
 1990 ; Jost et al.  2003 ; Le Doux  1995 ,  1996 ; 
Öhman  1993 ). 

 Taking a societal approach, the collective fear 
orientation tends to limit society members’ per-
spective by binding the present to past experi-
ences related to the confl ict and by building 
expectations for the future exclusively on the 
basis of the past (Bar-Tal  2001 ). This seriously 
hinders the disassociation from the past needed 
to allow creative thinking about new alternatives 
that may resolve the confl ict peacefully. As fear is 
deeply entrenched in the psyche of society mem-
bers, as well as in the culture, it inhibits the 
evolvement of hope for peace by spontaneously 
and automatically fl ooding the consciousness, 
making it diffi cult for society members to free 
themselves from fear’s hold (   Jarymowicz and 
Bar-Tal  2006 ). This dominance of fear over hope 
is well documented in previously presented stud-
ies of negativity bias. 

 In an experimental survey conducted among a 
representative nationwide sample of Jewish-
Israelis in the week prior to the Annapolis peace, 
   Halperin ( 2011 ) demonstrated the operation of 
certain negative emotions. The study’s fi ndings 
demonstrated that fear and hatred function as 
clear barriers to the peacemaking process. Fear 
was found to reduce support for territorial com-
promises that might lead to security problems. 
Hatred was found to be an even stronger emo-
tional barrier to peace, and it appears to be the 
only emotion that reduces support for symbolic 
compromises and to reconciliation and even 
stands as an obstacle to every attempt to acquire 
positive knowledge about the Palestinians. In 
addition, hatred was found to increase support for 
halting negotiations and, when coupled with fear, 
it predicted support for military action (see also 
Bar-Tal  2001 ; Baumeister and Butz  2005 ; Lake 
and Rothchild  1998 ; Petersen  2002 ).  

    The Process 

 In sum, freezing, triggered by numerous factors, 
is the dominant reason why the societal beliefs of 
the culture of confl ict function as sociopsycho-
logical barriers. These barriers lead to selective 
collection of information, which means that soci-
ety members involved in intractable confl ict tend 
to search and absorb information that validates 
their held societal beliefs while ignoring and 
omitting contradictory information (Kelman 
 2007 ; Kruglanski  2004 ; Kruglanski and Webster 
 1996 ; Kunda  1990 ). But even when ambiguous 
or contradictory information is absorbed, it is 
encoded and cognitively processed in accordance 
with the held repertoire through bias, addition, 
and distortion. Figure  7.2  graphically depicts the 
described process.  

 Recently, intriguing experiments by Klar and 
Baram clearly demonstrated that exposure to the 
narrative of the other side is an ego-depleting 
experience, meaning that it demands signifi cant 
energy and mental resources, as it is a psycho-
logical burden. They also illustrated how rival 
groups process information about competing nar-
ratives. In their study, participants, both Jewish 
and Arab, were each presented with one of two 
identical stories—but the protagonist in each was 
different: either a real Jewish or a real Palestinian 
leader of a paramilitary group. Ninety minutes 
later, the participant was asked to reconstruct the 
story. The results showed that both Jews and 
Arabs added positive details to the story of  their 
group’s hero  and omitted negative ones. On the 
other hand, the participants also added negative 
details and omitted positive ones from the story 
about  the rival group’s leader  (   Klar  2011 ; Klar 
and Baram  2011 ). Other studies along this line 
have demonstrated that cognitive processes are 
so biased in favor of the initial narratives people 
possess, that it is very hard for them to change 
these narratives, even when the narratives are 
proven to be wrong (Ecker et al.  2010 ; 
Lewandowsky et al.  2009 ). 

 Moreover, because the repertoire is imparted 
on society members in the early years of child-
hood via societal institutions and channels of 
communications, almost all members of the 
young generation presumably absorb the contents 
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of the societal beliefs of the culture of c onfl ict. 
A recent study by Ben    Shabat ( 2010 ) confi rmed 
this assumption, showing that young Israeli chil-
dren at the age of 6–8 tend to adhere to societal 
beliefs of the ethos of confl ict even when their 
parents support peacemaking. Thus, it appears 
that the systematic presentation of these themes 
in cultural products and educational institutions 
leads society members, even at a very young age, 
to view the confl ict-supporting societal beliefs 
as valid and truthful. When a serious peace pro-
cess begins and progresses, at least some of 
these society members may acquire alternative 
beliefs that promote peacemaking, but recent 
important empirical fi ndings in Israel reveal that 
even when society members acquire and adhere 
to alternative beliefs and attitudes that support 
peacemaking, the learned repertoire at the early 
age continues to be stored in their minds as 
implicit beliefs and attitudes. Consequently, it 
has an automatic infl uence on information pro-
cessing and decision-making in times of stress 
(Sharvit  2008 ).  

    Self-Censorship 

 Self-censorship is another sociopsychological 
phenomenon that contributes to freezing and clo-
sure (Bar-Tal  2013 ). Self-censorship is defi ned 
as an act of voluntarily and intentionally with-
holding information from others on the basis of a 
belief that it may have negative implications for 
the individual and/or the collective. In intracta-
ble confl icts, self-censorship takes place when 
society members, as individuals, intentionally 
withhold information that they think may shed 
negative light on the in-group. We differentiate 
between two types of individuals who may prac-
tice self-censorship: gatekeepers and ordinary 
individuals. Gatekeepers are individuals offi -
cially charged with information dissemination. 
That is, they work in institutions that provide, 
transmit, and disseminate information (e.g., 
mass media, governmental information-provi-
sion institutions, schools, etc.). In contrast, ordi-
nary individuals are individuals who do not 
fulfi ll roles related to information dissemination 
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in the society but may nonetheless come into 
possession of information with relevance to soci-
ety and decide not to reveal it. We suggest that 
there are at least three ways of receiving infor-
mation that may refl ect negatively on the in-
group and consequently self-censored. A person 
may obtain it fi rsthand through an experience 
(e.g., participating in a controversial event), a 
person may fi nd such information as recorded by 
another person (e.g., fi nding an archived docu-
ment), or a person may obtain the information 
from another person who either heard/read about 
it or experienced it. As stated, the possessed 
information may harm the group’s positive 
image and/or goals, and/or it may provide an 
alternative view of the confl ict, incongruent with 
the dominant confl ict- supporting narrative. In 
any of these cases, the information negates the 
dominant beliefs that are widely shared by soci-
ety members. Thus, the dominant motivation to 
practice self-censorship is the wish to avoid 
harming the society or its central beliefs. A per-
son may also be motivated to self-censor out of a 
fear of negative sanctions that may be imposed 
on him/her for exposing the information. This 
sociopsychological mechanism is widely prac-
ticed by society members involved in intractable 
confl ict, especially among those who partici-
pated, observed, or heard about immoral acts 
committed by the in-group. 

 Recently,    Nets-Zehngut et al. ( 2014 ) carried 
out a study to examine whether, how, and to what 
extent gatekeepers in Israeli state institutions 
practiced self-censorship with regard to informa-
tion that was incongruent with the dominant 
confl ict- supporting narrative in Israel. 
Specifi cally, gatekeepers in the governmental 
Publications Agency of the National Information 
Center, the Information Branch in the Israeli 
army Education Corps, and the Ministry of 
Education self-censored information about the 
causes of the Palestinian exodus in the 1948 War, 
which saw approximately 700,000 Palestinians 
leave the area in which the State of Israel was 
established. Despite the fact that even Israeli his-
torians provided unequivocal evidence that some 
of these Palestinians were forcefully expelled, 

the gatekeepers, confessing to self- censorship, 
 continued to publish only information refl ecting 
the Israeli-Jewish- Zionist  narrative that takes no 
responsibility for the exodus, attributing it solely 
to the Arabs and Palestinians, for encouraging 
fl ight or fl eeing, respectively. With regard to the 
same case, Ben Ze’ev ( 2010 ,  2011 ) interviewed 
Jewish soldiers who participated in the 1948 War. 
She found that many of them imposed silence on 
themselves, practicing self- censorship in order to 
block information about immoral acts committed 
during this war that may have shed a negative 
light on the Jewish fi ghters and leadership.  

    Obedience 

 Another sociopsychological mechanism on the 
individual level that leads to solidifi cation of cul-
ture of confl ict and stability is obedience. 
Obedience refers to the blind execution of orders 
without any consideration of their meaning or 
implication, as demonstrated in Stanley 
   Milgram’s ( 1974 ) seminal studies. It “is the psy-
chological mechanism that links individual 
behavior to political purpose. It is the disposi-
tional cement that blinds men to systems of 
authority. Facts of recent history and observation 
in daily life suggest that for many people obedi-
ence may be a deeply ingrained behavior ten-
dency, indeed, a prepotent impulse overriding 
training in ethics, sympathy and moral conduct” 
(Milgram  1974 , p. 1). Obedience leads fi rst and 
foremost to blind acceptance of the confl ict ide-
ology and thus supports the confl ict’s continua-
tion as advocated by the authorities. Moreover, it 
often leads to severe consequences in the cases of 
intractable confl icts, as many society members, 
blindly following orders, participate in acts of 
violence, including severe violations of laws, 
moral codes, and human rights principles 
(Benjamin and Simpson  2009 ). This is one of the 
plagues of human beings, and its imprinting 
effects can be found in most of the atrocities, 
massacres, ethnic cleanings, and genocides 
throughout history. The violent nature of intrac-
table confl icts provides ample opportunities for 
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human beings to exhibit such behavior, with all 
its inhumane implications. They obediently 
 follow the orders in line with the beliefs delegiti-
mizing the rival, without considering their moral 
implications. This sociopsychological mecha-
nism is mostly carried out by active fi ghters in the 
confl ict, whose role is to face and fi ght the enemy, 
but is also widely practiced by society members 
fulfi lling different roles in the well-developed 
system that sustains the confl ict.   

    Conclusion and Future Directions 

 The theory and fi ndings presented thus far help 
understand the many factors contributing to the 
perceived intractability of intractable confl icts. 
First and foremost, societies in confl ict develop 
confl ict-supporting ideologies, consisting of 
societal beliefs that serve as building blocks of 
narratives about the past (collective memory) 
and the present (ethos of confl ict). These ideolo-
gies become highly central and deeply entrenched 
in these societies on both the individual and 
 collective levels, forming an all-encompassing 
culture of confl ict that permeates into every 
aspect of collective, and often individual, life. 
Several mechanisms exist on the societal level to 
maintain and further promote this culture of 
 confl ict. The leaderships in societies in confl ict 
usually operate offi cial bodies for the dissemina-
tion of information, granting them  control  over 
which facts are presented to the public and how. 
To further maintain control over what the public 
knows, these leaderships also work to  restrict 
access to offi cial archives ,  monitor  unoffi cial 
organizations attempting to disseminate alterna-
tive information, and  discredit alternative infor-
mation  when such is successfully disseminated. 
Furthermore, mechanisms for actual  censorship  
of information may be employed, and anyone 
presenting information undermining the 
accepted societal beliefs may be severely 
  punished  for doing so. Conversely, individuals 
and organizations disseminating information in 
line with these beliefs may be encouraged to 
continue doing so through tangible and symbolic 
 rewards . 

 But the culture of confl ict is also maintained 
on the individual level. Various psychological 
factors contribute to the tendency for  freezing  
among individuals in societies involved in intrac-
table confl ict. First, a central  cognitive factor  
contributing to freezing is the tendency to adhere 
to certain general and specifi c worldviews for the 
sake of organizing reality and one’s approach to 
it and attending only to information that con-
forms to these beliefs. Second,  motivational fac-
tors , such as people’s desire to maintain a positive 
self- and collective self-view and their desire to 
avoid sanctions, contribute to such freezing. 
Finally, because the reality of living in an intrac-
table confl ict is wrought with emotion, people’s 
group-based  emotions  are a central factor in their 
need to maintain the beliefs of the culture of 
 confl ict. In addition to these three psychological 
factors, and in line with the societal mechanisms 
limiting the penetration of alternative informa-
tion, people may voluntarily practice  self- 
censorship   with regard to alternative information, 
for fear that it may lead to negative consequences 
for the group or the self. Thus, many factors act 
together and separately, placing barriers before 
attempts to resolve the confl ict peacefully. 

    Overcoming Barriers to Confl ict 
Resolution 

 While the combined action of sociopsychological 
barriers to confl ict resolution may paint a bleak 
picture as to the possibility to move intractable 
confl icts into the stage of resolution and recon-
ciliation, the literature also provides many indi-
cations that such barriers can be overcome given 
the right circumstances or interventions. In most 
of the cases, peacemaking requires bottom-up 
processes in which groups and individuals pub-
licly support the ideas of peacebuilding and act to 
persuade the leadership leaders. But it also 
requires top-down processes in which emerging 
leaders join efforts or initiate peacemaking 
 processes and work to persuade society members 
of the necessity of a peaceful settlement of the 
confl ict. For these to occur, conditions on the 
ground must become favorable (Bar-Tal  2013 ). 
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    Conditions for Change 
 Some scholars of confl ict resolution argue that 
the success of peacemaking processes depends 
on specifi c conditions that create  ripeness  for the 
confl ict’s resolution. For example, Zartman 
( 2000 , pp. 228–229) proposes that “if the (two) 
parties to a confl ict (a) perceive themselves to be 
in a hurting stalemate and (b) perceive the possi-
bility of a negotiated solution (a way out), the 
confl ict is ripe for resolution (i.e., for negotia-
tions toward resolution to begin).” Indeed, the 
thought of peacefully resolving the confl ict often 
emerges and spreads when changes in the context 
of the confl ict are observed. These changes per-
tain to major events and/or information that may 
facilitate the process of peacemaking and may be 
termed “facilitating conditions.” Among the most 
salient of these are  confi dence-building actions 
by the rival , which may change perceptions of 
the opponents’ character, intentions, and goals. 
Another facilitating condition pertains to the 
emergence of major information about the soci-
ety’s endurance.  The realization of the costs to 
the society  in continuing the confl ict may lead to 
greater willingness to compromise or peace. 
 Third party intervention,  including third party 
guarantees, may also be a determining condition 
in changing views about the confl ict or about the 
risks contained in resolving it. The noted condi-
tions are neither exhaustive nor exclusive, and 
each may arouse new needs or goals that could 
foster societal change. They may also lead to 
 unfreezing  of the confl ict-supporting sociopsy-
chological repertoire on the individual level, a 
key factor in moving both of confl ict resolution 
processes forward.  

    Unfreezing Process 
 According to the classic conception offered by 
Lewin ( 1947 /1976), every process of societal 
change has to begin with cognitive change. In 
individuals and groups, this indicates unfreezing, 
which is thus a precondition for the acceptance 
and internalization of any alternative beliefs 
about the confl ict. In many of the confl ict situa-
tions, this process begins with a minority, which 
needs also to have courage in order to present the 
alternative ideas to society members in the face 

of the societal mechanism in place to prevent the 
dissemination of such ideas. On the psychologi-
cal individual level, the process of unfreezing 
usually begins as a result of the appearance of a 
new idea that is inconsistent with the held beliefs 
and attitudes and causes to some kind of tension 
or dilemma (e.g., Abelson et al.  1968 ; Bartunek 
 1993 ; Kruglanski  1989 ). This new idea is called 
an  instigating belief , since it motivates society 
members who construct it to evaluate the held 
societal beliefs of culture of confl ict (see elabora-
tion in Bar-Tal and Halperin  2009 ). Due to the 
powerful nature of the societal mechanisms in 
place to prevent the penetration of new ideas, the 
instigating belief must be of high validity, and/or 
coming from a credible source, forcing the 
 individual to pause and consider the confl icting 
information. 

 Once such an idea is absorbed and considered, 
it may eventually lead to the emergence of a new 
 mediating belief , calling for a change in the con-
text of intractable confl ict. The mediating belief is 
one logical outcome of the tension caused by the 
instigating belief, if it is resolved in the direction 
of accepting the new belief (see the intrapersonal 
sociopsychological process described by 
Kruglanski  1989 ). Mediating beliefs are usually 
stated in the form of arguments: “We must change 
strategy or we are going to suffer further losses,” 
“Some kind of change is inevitable,” “We have 
been going down a self-destructive path; we must 
alter our goals and strategies,” “The proposed 
change is clearly in the national interest; it is nec-
essary for national security” (Bar-Siman-Tov 
 1995 ). These arguments open a discussion of 
alternatives to the present reality, including a 
peaceful settlement of the confl ict. Empirical evi-
dence for the effects of such ideas comes from a 
study conducted together with other colleagues 
(Gayer et al.  2009 ). In this study, conducted among 
Jews in Israel, we found that instigating beliefs 
that include information about future losses in 
various aspects of life (e.g., economic and demo-
graphic aspects, as well as potential negotiations 
with Palestinians) unfreezes Israelis’ predisposi-
tions about the peace process with the Palestinians. 

 However, for such beliefs to take hold sub-
stantially, several barriers on the individual level 

7 Why Is It So Diffi cult to Resolve Intractable Confl icts Peacefully? A Sociopsychological Explanation



88

must be overcome. A few promising indications 
in the recent literature in political psychology 
indicate that it may be possible to tangibly over-
come these barriers by tackling each of the three 
factors contributing to the freezing of the confl ict- 
supporting ideology: the cognitive factor, the 
motivational factor, and the emotional factor.  The 
cognitive factor , which includes long-standing 
beliefs, may appear most resistance to change, 
but in a recent series of studies, Nasie and col-
leagues have shown that merely raising people’s 
awareness to a common psychological bias may 
facilitate unfreezing of long-standing beliefs. 
When both Jewish and Palestinian citizens of 
Israel were made aware of naïve realism, a cogni-
tive bias limiting their ability to recognize beliefs 
other than their own as valid, they were more 
open to new information presenting the adver-
sary’s beliefs on the confl ict, even though this 
information was entirely incongruent with their 
own long-held beliefs (Nasie et al.  2013 ). 

 Indications also exist that various conditions 
may serve to change important  motivational  fac-
tors contributing to freezing. In the classical lit-
erature on obedience, there are already indications 
that altering the conditions of the situation may 
lead to decreased obedience to authority— 
countering the central motivation to obey author-
ity so as to gain rewards and avoid sanctions. 
More specifi cally, Milgram has identifi ed the vic-
tim’s proximity, closeness to the authority fi gure, 
and the salience of a tension or dilemma as con-
ditions that may be changed so as to decrease 
people’s willingness to obey orders that may hurt 
others (Milgram  1965 ). Similarly, scholars study-
ing conformity have identifi ed a minority infl u-
ence effect, by which the presence of others 
doubting the majority’s view, even if they are 
few, decreases the likelihood an individual would 
be motivated to conform (for a review, see Wood 
et al.  1994 ). More recent indication that the moti-
vations underlying freezing may be changed 
exists as well. For example, Čehajić-Clancy and 
colleagues have found that affi rming a positive 
aspect of the self can increase one’s willingness 
to acknowledge in-group responsibility for 
wrongdoing against others, countering the 

 motivation to maintain a positive view of the in-
group at all costs (Čehajić-Clancy et al.  2011 ). 

 Finally, many studies conducted over the past 
decade have indicated that changing the 
  emotional factor  contributing to freezing may be 
an important key for overcoming psychological 
barriers to confl ict resolution, as emotions are 
both powerful engines for action and highly 
changeable (Halperin  2014 ), through the study of 
emotion and emotion regulation in political con-
fl icts (e.g., Aquilar and Galluccio  2008 ; Halperin 
et al.  2011b ). For example, these studies show 
that by employing well-established methods of 
emotion regulation, previously tested only on the 
personal level, group-based emotions may be 
changed as well, consequently infl uencing inter-
group attitudes (e.g., Halperin et al.  2014 ). More 
importantly, it appears that teaching people how 
to regulate their emotions using such strategies 
may increase their willingness to compromise for 
peace even several months after the initial inter-
vention (Aquilar and Galluccio  2008 ; Halperin 
et al.  2013 ). Another interesting approach to 
affecting emotional change, and consequently 
attitudinal change, is to tackle a key appraisal 
implicated in a certain discrete emotion, thereby 
changing the emotional reaction as well. For 
example, studies employing this approach have 
succeeded in reducing group-based hatred 
(Halperin et al.  2011a ) and increasing group- 
based hope (Cohen-Chen et al.  2014 ) and guilt 
(Čehajić-Clancy et al.  2011 ). 

 Taken together, these empirical developments 
provide important evidence that despite the many 
challenges facing those who want to achieve 
peaceful resolutions to long-standing violent 
confl icts, such resolutions are not altogether elu-
sive. Understanding the sociopsychological bar-
riers to confl ict resolution, which are important 
contributors to the intractable nature of such con-
fl icts, helps understand how such barriers can be 
overcome. A downstream consequence of such 
scientifi c fi ndings may be an improvement in 
practitioners’ ability to affect the social change 
needed to create the conditions for peacemaking 
to succeed in societies engulfed in intractable 
confl ict. 

D. Bar-Tal et al.



89

 Peace should not be a dream but a practical 
goal that human beings should strive to achieve. 
Violent confl icts are not natural disasters but 
well-planned events by human beings who also 
deliberately kill and are killed. The efforts, 
resources, and mobilization that are invested in 
eruption of confl icts and their continuation 
should be redirected to peacemaking. Human 
beings can make peace.       
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