More

It is a saddening reality in Israel that Jews and Arabs
 live sometimes door-to-door with each other and yet they don’t know anything about, let alone get in to contact with each other. Sometimes it seems, the closer both communities are physically the farther apart they grow psychologically.

Arab and Jewish youth in Israel have almost no opportunity to get to know each other. Most of what they do know hails from the media, hearsay or their peers. Meaningful bi-cultural encounters and joint activities are extremely rare. Although Israel is officially a bi-lingual state, Hebrew is the lingua franca, without no real progress is possible. For the Arab population it is naturally required to know Hebrew. Jewish students, however, learn Arabic only on their own initiative and even then, the vast majority of Israelis hardly speak any Arabic. This fact alone (and there is much more), together with the overall climate of fear and gloom-and-doom form the picture of an alien and hostile neighbor on both sides of the divide.

It is a common misunderstanding to think of the Israeli-Palestinian or the Jewish-Arab conflict as a simple conflict over land and power. Jews and Arabs involved in this conflict inside and outside Israel live in a much more complex and often confusing reality with where things are rarely clear-cut. This and the events that led up to the events in October 2000 and the subsequent outbreak of the so-called “Al-Aqsa intifada” have left both sides with deep scars – physically and emotionally. Fear, distrust and alienation are common for both sides and this has led to a lot of hostile acts on both sides, both physically and symbolically. 

Even in more peaceful times Jewish-Arab relations were complex, fragile and prone to misunderstandings. Against the dark and unstable background of the recent Middle-Eastern reality the relationship (and subsequently the cohesion of the whole Israeli civil society) faces its ultimate test.

With the outbreak of the second "Intifada" in October 2000 and it’s ongoing series of violent clashes, leading up to the most recent war in Lebanon and the invasion in Gaza, even the most positive and idealistic people in the region keep asking themselves: Where are we going to? Both societies show sings of increasing disintegration, the loss of civil culture and political stability. Resignation and bitterness are the overwhelming feelings of both nations, Israeli as well as Palestinian.

However, all experts agree on one fact: The willingness to change and the premises for this change to be sustainable have to come from within these very societies. And even though it is exactly here where the frustration and resignation is the greatest, it is also here where the work begins and where the foundations for changes are laid: At the grassroots’ level. Only if the people in the region want to encounter each other, if they want to talk to each other rather than about each other, a real peace seems possible. This willingness together with profound knowledge rather than hearsay is the basis for change. This requires professional and patient educational work on the grass’ roots level, as it was laid out 15 years ago in the Oslo II (Taba) agreements.

At this stage it has to be acknowledged though that a direct encounter between Israelis and Palestinians is very difficult (virtually impossible – not true) and that a basic readiness for such an encounter has to be prepared diligently on both sides.

In Israel the relationship between Jews and Arabs is far from good as majority-minority relations between Jews and Arabs are very tense and both sides see each other with hostility and distrust. There are however, almost no possibilities for members of both groups to get together and have meaningful encounters with each other in a neutral environment. Considering the very hard feelings on both sides and the effects the conflict has had on the reality of both Jews and Arabs a basis needs to be built for the sheer willingness to talk to each other and to meet in an open and friendly athmosphere. This is where we start.

� By the majority Arab Israelis define themselves as Palestinians with Israeli citizenship. However it is not well known abroad that actually about 18% of the Israeli population is Arab. In the following documents we will define the Israeli Palestinians as Arabs as opposed to Jews. We are aware this is a simplification. It is not due to political and/or cultural reasons.





