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
Overviewtc "Overview"
People tend to view their social, political, and in-group affiliations as an articulation of their chosen values, stemming from ideological roots and expressing a carefully thought out rational world view. At the same time, they are inclined to shun other groups, which espouse contrary values and ideals. This avoidance too is perceived as freely chosen and value-based. Contrary to this common belief, but without underrating the influence of value-based choice and ideological affiliation, we claim that the division into opposing groups, cast as us and them, constitutes a basic structure of human social organization. It is, in a sense, a given of human nature, (one that people are often disposed to deny). Conceived in this manner, this division predates contents, opinions, and ideologies and is impulsive and unconscious in character. It is this division that defines “us” as a source of closeness and sharing, and “them” as different, antithetical, negative, and a potential enemy. Ideologies and group history are built on the foundation of this structural division. 

This article describes in detail observations and findings that demonstrate the division into “us” and “them,” the process by which “them” is transformed into an enemy, the process of building an ideology on this basis, and the difficulties in maintaining a dialogue after all this has taken place. 

In the discussion that follows our description, we claim that it is possible to view the division into “us” and “them” as a kind of an inborn human instinct that is functional in consolidating the resources of the group and transforming it into a cohesive working team. In addition, we suggest that there might be a more psychological rationale for this division: it functions as a group defense mechanism that offers an identity and a sense of belonging instead of the anxiety-provoking chaos that man faces when he is an individual in a nameless crowd. 

The central idea of our thesis is that the division of people into opposing groups of “us” and “them” is a basic structure in the social organization of human beings; it is almost a given of human nature. According to this idea, and without in any way detracting from the importance of the free choice of values and adherence to an ideology, this division precedes content, ideas, and ideologies. It is impulsive, unavoidable, and unconscious.

According to common belief, people tend to regard their membership in a group, whether social or political, as an expression of their choice of values, values that are perceived as based on ideological tenets. People are very invested in these values and see them as carefully thought out, rational products of their worldview. At the same time, they tend to set themselves apart from other groups that embrace opposing ideologies. This too is perceived as an expression of a free choice of values.
It is this division which defines the “us” as a source of togetherness and partnership, and the “them” as different, opposing, and often a potential enemy. Ideologies and group history are formulated on the basis of this structural division. Spontaneous interactions between the “us” and the “them” (as well as within every group) are interpreted against the backdrop of this division and reinforce it time and again. 

There are those who claim (Freud 1921, Bion 1961) that the essential social organization is the primal horde. The primal horde is a group that has a leader, a group identity, and a sense of belonging on the part of the individuals in it. As a continuation of the idea of the primal horde, we maintain that the primal horde seeks another, opposing horde, so that the two hordes can behave in the characteristic manner of “us” and “them.” Each horde reinforces the sense of identity and belonging of its individual members; they consolidate and unify each other’s motivation for action. This social mechanism is part of the primal process of identity creation and is perhaps parallel to Winnicott’s (1960) basic concept of the formation of “me” and “not me.” 

Since Freud (1925), projection has been recognized as a defense mechanism that is capable of explaining a large number of situations in which the individual attributes positive elements to himself and negative elements to an “other.” Thus projections onto “them” can be seen as a form of collective purification.

Robins and Post (1997) suggest that “we need our enemies. They provide a comforting explanation of what is wrong with ourselves” (p. 302). Volkan (1988) traces the origins of social conflict to the crib and argues that fear and hatred of the stranger is deeply rooted in the human psyche. He claims that the fear of the stranger and projection of hatred upon the other form the psychological foundation of the concept of the enemy. 

Our professional work, described below, has demonstrated that the above mechanisms of projection can explain similar phenomena in the inter-group domain as well; splitting and projections operate not only between individuals but also between groups.

Setting the stagetc "Setting the stage"
We shall now describe in detail the professional context and situations that led us to formulate the above views. We initially observed these behaviors at an experiential conference organized by Besod-Siach, the Israeli Association for the Advancement of Dialogue between Groups in Conflict, held in Jerusalem in 1993. Besod-Siach is a non-profit, volunteer organization, founded in 1993 by a small group of psychologists in Israel representing the political Left and Right, as well as the secular and religious worlds. Concerned that the splits in Israeli society were threatening its basic cohesiveness, the founders used their professional expertise to develop a model of structured and facilitated communication for groups in conflict. 

The simulation was conducted by group leaders trained in Besod Siach (some of them were among the founders of the organization). The conference consisted of Israeli participants: Jews and Arabs, rightists and leftists, religious and secular people. Later on, a similar format was repeated in other countries and in different languages all over the world. 

The group at this initial conference consisted of people from two clearly identifiable groups in Israel who hold profoundly conflicting social and political world outlooks. These groups are conventionally termed “Right” and “Left,” terms that cover a wide range of differences, as noted below:

Religious beliefs–Most of the individuals on the Left are secular; most of the individuals on the Right are religious.

Attitude towards the occupied territories– The Right regards the areas captured in the Six Day War as having reverted to their rightful owners; settling Judea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip is perceived as a religious calling and a pioneering enterprise. The Left regards these areas as having been taken away from their rightful inhabitants, i.e. the Arab population. The Left views Jewish settlement in these areas as dispossessing their inhabitants and as a dangerous act of provocation.

Attitude towards Arabs–The Right tends to view the Arabs as potential enemies and is doubtful about the prospects of a true and lasting peace with them. The Left believes in peace with the Arabs and sees the potential for good neighborly relationships with them.

Values–The Right regards nationalism as a supreme value. The Left regards man or the individual as having supreme value. The former distinguishes between members of its own nationality (“The Chosen People”) and others. The latter distinguishes between those who accept universal humanitarian values and those who regard themselves as a unique, special nation that is above the rest.

The differences between these two groups are perceived as being very pronounced and deep. In most cases, these opposing identities are forged during childhood, within the nuclear family. As a result, the attitudes that are held are considered to be highly stable and lasting. Changes in attitude, not to mention reversals of attitude, are rare. Israelis tend to adhere to these views and regard them as part of their adult personality and identity. 

The differences in these attitudes and the differences between the people who hold them are so pronounced and so deep that an encounter between them is a rare event, one which society tends to regard skeptically, or even avoid altogether.

It would appear that the “us” vs. “them” motif in these diametrically opposed groups is well established, having been built up gradually in the individual over many years and reinforced through education and socialization. One would expect that the members of these groups would cling to their deep personal-social-political identities, and that these identities would prove stable and durable in the face of social pressure. It is for this very reason that, in the course of the simulations that we refer to in this article, it was so striking to observe that the processes of splitting into “us” and “them” reactivated themselves so readily according to cues in the here and now, and crossed the boundaries of deeply rooted, well established identities. 

The conferencetc "The conference"
We will now describe the conference, which brought together people from the above opposing groups. Since dialogue between these groups is rare, we designed a simulation (based on an idea by Dr. David Gutmann) to open up and facilitate channels of communication and promote a dialogue between people. An hour was allocated to the simulation, followed by an additional hour for processing and discussing the material that was generated during the simulation. 

The participants were arbitrarily divided into three groups, designated “Right,” “Left,” and “Government.” This division was completely random, using slips of paper that were given to participants as they entered the hall where the simulation was held. Four sites were set aside in the room, each with signs designating them as Right, Left, Government, and Town Square.

The task assigned to the participants was to “explore the relationships that are formed between the groups in the room.” The participants were informed that the site ‘Town Square’ was intended for meetings between representatives of the groups. The participants were not given explicit instructions to form groups. They were also not told which groups to form. In fact, the conference participants could have divided themselves into many different self-evident or conventional groups, according to gender, age, social class, profession, etc. Divisions such as male and female, right wing and left wing, religious and secular, consultants and participants, occupational categories, and so on—all were a reasonable possibility.

After receiving their slips of paper, the participants seated themselves around the room, which had been prepared in the usual manner for a plenary session: participants sat in rows and the staff sat up front facing them. After the primary task was announced, the staff were supposed to assume the role of consultants and remain close to their assigned territory so as to be available to facilitate dialogue there, should the participants request it.

As the planners of the simulation, we assumed that the participants would feel a personal struggle, a conflict, between their long-standing individual identities and the prospect of changing their perspectives and viewing the world from the standpoint of the other group members. We felt that such a conflict might increase the receptiveness of the participants to the viewpoint of the opposing group.

However, to our surprise, there were almost no signs of conflict during the simulation. Instead, the participants displayed two other distinct forms of behavior: 

1) They took the slips of paper literally and created group membership on that basis. 

2) They complied with the content of the lottery slips they had been issued. 

The groups that were thus randomly formed following the assignment became permanent and stable. Each began constructing positions and viewpoints designed to delineate group boundaries and create common ground for its members. 

Simulationtc "Simulation"
After the assignment was announced, events in the room proceeded very rapidly. The participants immediately broke up into groups of Right and Left, according to the slips of paper they had been issued, and not according to their real-life, long-standing identities. In other words, about half of the participants in the right-wing group were “lefties” in real life, and about half of the participants in the left-wing group were “righties” in real life. Participants moved their chairs to their allocated territories in the hall and immediately formed two closed circles. Each circle quickly became engrossed in itself. 

Those who received the slips saying “Government” appeared much more hesitant. They sat in an open circle, looking bewildered and embarrassed, facing the other participants who were sitting in their closed circles. It took some time before they turned to each other and began discussing the possibility of forging a distinct identity and assuming a feasible role for themselves.

The Right and Left groups were preoccupied with themselves. From observing and listening to what was going on in their groups, the consultants discerned that participants were very busy finding common ground and building group identities. The atmosphere was cordial and attentive. The participants invested much effort in creating a sense of kinship. They endeavored to find common denominators and smoothed over differences and areas of potential conflict. (In this sense, the process actually did achieve the aims of the conference: the participants within the small groups did in fact listen very attentively to one another, in spite of belonging to different ideological groups). 

Each group tended to obey the lottery slips and adopt the identity inscribed on them. Participants in the right-wing group sharpened their positions and attempted to help their members form a common right-wing identity. At the same time, the participants in the left-wing group, including those who in real life were identified with the Right set out to formulate a leftist identity. The members were engaged in strengthening group cohesion. Participants introduced themselves and became acquainted with each other. The groups made an effort—even within the time span of less than a single meeting—to give each of the members a sense of belonging and were careful to create and maintain an atmosphere of acceptance.

Unlike the other two groups, the Government remained rather embarrassed and bewildered. Its members were unable to form a common stand, a plan of action, or a tentative role definition. After about half an hour, most of the participants in the Government left their assigned territory and joined the Right or Left groups, according to their personal preferences. A few minutes later, the remaining members of the Government also dispersed. From that point onwards, there were only two groups of participants in the room, each seeing itself as “us” and the other as “them.”
Most of the time allocated for the simulation passed without any meetings between representatives of the groups taking place. The territory designated as the Town Square remained empty, and the consultants assigned to it had nothing to do. At this point, it was decided that the consultants would make a group (system) intervention. An announcement was read to the participants, reminding them of the primary task of the organizational event.

The participants showed little interest in the announcement. They expressed some frustration with the consultants’ “intrusive” behavior and complained that it interrupted important discussions taking place in the groups and interfered with the intimacy that was just beginning to form between members.

There were however a few participants who did show interest in the primary task and wanted to carry it out. One of them asked his group’s permission to act as its representative, approach the other group, and then come back and report on it. His request was greeted with ambivalence (some opposed his request on the grounds that it wasn’t yet the appropriate time). Eventually, his request was granted, but with indifference and little enthusiasm.

Nevertheless, this participant got up and went over to the other group. As he approached them, all discussion ceased and all eyes turned to him. With a smile, he cordially explained his aim, reminding them of the primary task assigned to everyone. The group received him with coolness and hostility. Some of the participants became excited, claimed that he was a spy, treated him as an enemy, and demanded that he “get out.”

Others were more rational, and asked him to come back at another time, claiming that “this” was not the right time for his endeavor. They maintained, “We haven’t finished getting to know ourselves yet, so we aren’t ready to get to know the other group.” The messenger returned to his own group within three minutes.

When he returned to his group, here too all discussion ceased, and all eyes turned to him. He recounted, in a factual manner, what had transpired. The members of his group, who until then had been indifferent to his endeavor, reacted indignantly to the information he brought back at his return. As far as they were concerned, the others had thrown him out. What until then had been his personal initiative had suddenly turned into a group enterprise with him as their assigned delegate, and thus his return was considered a disgrace and a provocation. The atmosphere became charged with emotion and hostility, and the other group began to be perceived as enemy territory. At that point, the members of the messenger’s group became rather agitated. They decided to refuse to meet with the other group. 

During the simulation, the two groups never actually met; the participants gave preference to their division into groups of “us” and “them” and rejected the assigned task of exploring the possibility of an inter-group dialogue.
The polarization in the room affected the consultants as well. Some of them deviated from their role as observers and moved physically in the direction of one of the groups, even though their task required them to remain in their assigned territory and not approach the participants. Other consultants remained seated in their neutral places.

Repeating and generalizingtc "Repeating and generalizing"
This first simulation was followed by others constructed in the same format and conducted at similar conferences and workshops. The simulations were repeated in different settings, with different populations, and with people from diverse cultures who spoke different languages. We held these workshops for various groups in conflict, for behavioral sciences professionals, as well as for non-professionals. We had no reason to suspect that limited education or intelligence or a different socio/cultural background had a decisive effect on the participants’ behavior.

Our initial observations about the nature of this process were confirmed time and again. After much experience with this format, we came to the conclusion that the structural division of “us” and “them” is a profound and basic force that has a powerful influence on human behavior.

It is our impression that the division into “us” and “them” reflects a deep, unconscious need. This need exerts very powerful pressure to belong to “my group,” to be “us” and to distance oneself from “the other group” or “them.” It makes it difficult for people to remain neutral, pressuring them to belong and choose between two sides, rather than leaving multiple alternatives open to them. At the same time, the other group, the “them,” gradually takes on the qualities and attributes of an enemy. These boundaries and the way they are defined can remain stable over time. Our observations were enriched with other findings, some of which are presented below.

Observationstc "Observations"
As soon as participants began to consider the other group in terms of “us” and “them,” they spontaneously began to use rhetoric appropriate to such a division. The simulations showed us that even the scantiest information was sufficient to prompt participants to create slogans, symbols, and metaphors. The brief and minimal instructions from the consultants (consisting of slips of paper in different colors or with single words inscribed on them) were sufficient to arouse a rich and extensive associative resonance on the part of the members in each group. 

As expected, in all of the groups the “us” was described in more positive terms than the “them.” For example, in one of the simulations a group described “us” and “them” as follows: “We are the activists, the rebels, while they are absolutely boring and depressing.” At the same time, the other group took considerable pride in the “civilized” level of conversation between two of its members, a conversation that lasted for most of the simulation. Members of this group did not make verbal comments about those who left them for the other group and did not relate to them directly. However their body language reflected their reservations, and even contempt, for the noise and confusion that reigned in the other group (which, as mentioned, was proud of its participants’ “activism”).

In a number of simulations, we decided not to write any words on the slips of paper, and instead distributed slips of different colors. In these cases as well, the participants rapidly and obediently split into two groups according to the color of their slips. Here the lottery slips of different colors took on immense significance and the participants began to formulate slogans and symbols related to them. The color blue, for instance, became the symbol of gentility, tradition, or stability. The color red came to symbolize humanitarianism, or the “working class.”

At one simulation (that was conducted at an international conference for professionals), one of the participants noticed that the slips of the “them” had a word written on it, while the slips of the “us” were empty. She told her group members excitedly: “They have something we don’t have. They’re the rich ones and we are the poor. We have nothing to lose.” As a result of her remarks, the group began to perceive itself as “the just ones” who are deprived and discriminated against. The other group was seen as exploitative. 

We have noticed that the above process is a gradual rather than an immediate one. When a group crystallizes into “us,” it differentiates itself from the rest of the world. The “us” is distinguished from the “not us” gradually. The process begins with the denial of the existence of the other group. 

The “them” group is discerned and not discerned at the same time. More precisely, it is deliberately ignored. In a number of the simulations, the two groups occupied crowded rooms and sat in circles that were tangent to each other. Participants in each group sat with their backs to the participants in the other group, obviously ill at ease, with the backs of their chairs rubbing. All this transpired without the groups exchanging a glance or word, to say nothing of a dialogue between them, as had been proposed by the consultants as the primary task.

The participants appeared to be capable of maintaining such an atmosphere for quite some time. When the consultants intervened in this static situation, the response was almost invariably: “First we must get to know ourselves… First we will hold a discussion among ourselves, and later we’ll see.…” This “later” for the most part never arrived and when an inter-group encounter did take place, it was usually after the consultants had intervened.

It is thus little wonder that any suggestion that one group take an interest in the other is perceived as superfluous (if it comes from the “us” group), or hostile (if it comes from the “them” group). Any intervention, no matter how mild or polite, from the “them” group is almost always greeted with hostility and rejection. Such a response almost always engenders feelings of hurt, rejection, and hostility in return. From this point onwards, the mutual avoidance that started the process is transformed into mutual animosity.

Statements of great suspicion, devoid of any perspective or humor often accompany such moments. One might say that the atmosphere hardens. Some members, sometimes the entire “us” group, now have a score to settle with the members of the “them” group. It is at this point that there are instances of emotional (and hence, irrational) behavior towards the “them” group. The prevailing affects expressed by the members are vengefulness, narcissistic vulnerability, and envy.

In simulations that offer a choice between cooperation and a competitive confrontation, the dominant inclination at this point is towards confrontation, attended by militant enthusiasm: expressions of cohesiveness are at their height. The groups are then often seen whispering and giggling happily. They are gathered in close physical proximity. Glances are occasionally shot at the “them” group. Impressions are immediately reported and carefully listened to.

Of the many simulations that we conducted, in only two instances did the participants voluntarily achieve inter-group dialogue. In several other instances, the groups that were formed conducted such a dialogue, but only after the consultants reminded them of the primary task. Most of the participants in the simulations we conducted behaved in a manner similar to that described above. Nevertheless, there were also a number of exceptions.

Some exceptions tc "Some exceptions "
In one of the simulations, the participants actually chose to undertake the primary task and enter into an inter-group dialogue. Representatives from both groups were sent to the assigned meeting place and became engrossed in conversation, while the remaining members of the two groups continued to be involved in formulating their identity. During this time, two representatives of one of the groups withdrew from their group, declared themselves to be an independent group, and invited other participants to join them. They were joined by three other participants. This brought the number of groups in the room to four. The representatives of the two original groups that were to conduct an inter-group dialogue began moving around and offering ideas and suggestions. Group coherence appeared shaky and the ideas suggested by the representatives were not accepted. What transpired here appears to justify the claim—made by the vast majority of the groups that refused to meet for an inter-group dialogue—that “we must first become a cohesive group ourselves.” As they claimed, it appears that the process of establishing and consolidating group cohesion does indeed require time and effort and is a safeguard against the danger of disintegration.

At one of the international conferences, inter-group unity was indeed achieved. After the groups were formed in the room (in that simulation, slips of three different colors were distributed and three groups were formed), they all joined together and paraded in a single colorful circle, singing and chanting slogans. The participants enjoyed themselves greatly, and the atmosphere was easy and cheerful. We noticed that, during the parading, all of the participants gave up the territory assigned to their groups and no longer returned to their seats.

At another simulation, conducted for behavioral sciences professionals, the participants refused to split into groups on the basis of the slips of paper that they received, claiming that they knew ‘that trick.’ Nevertheless, to our surprise, they voluntarily split into two groups, based on criteria they themselves suggested, and from then on the simulation moved along a course with the same characteristics as described above.

CONCEPTUALIZATIONStc "CONCEPTUALIZATIONS"
After collecting numerous observations in different settings, it appears that some typical behaviors repeat themselves throughout most of these simulations.

Division into two groups tc "Division into two groups "
The participants preferred to be divided into just two groups. (Except when three or more types of slips were issued, in which case the participants tended at first to comply with their slips).

Obedience tc "Obedience "
The participants tended to obey the slips they were issued, as if they were an order from on high to split into groups. They usually did this quickly, accurately, and without much protest.

Intra-group belonging tc "Intra-group belonging "
Processes of intra-group belonging began to develop within each of the groups. The atmosphere was accepting, pleasant, empathic, and conducive to feeling included and safe. Within each group, acceptance and tolerance of differences was displayed, as long as the participant wanted to belong.
Establishing the “us”: 
“First we’ll get to know ourselves”tc "Establishing the us\: 
Firstwe’llgettoknowourselves"
In all groups, a sense of loyalty and kinship was established, first via the above mentioned inter-personal relationships, and later, verbalized and represented in the members’ discourse. This was perceived as having precedence over, and being preferable to, any other possible task. We observed two elements in the process. On the one hand, the group’s effort to create cohesiveness was effective and brought about a common language and a more efficient way of making group decisions. On the other hand, the process of building a sense of loyalty and kinship and maintaining it over time tended to become a never-ending task. This tendency and motivation for creating a cohesive “us” results in the rejection of proposals for inter-group encounters, regardless of whether they come from the “us” group or the “them” group.

Establishing the “them” tc "Establishing the them "
Processes of developing perceptions regarding the other group consist of several stages. First, the existence of the other group is denied; it is dismissed as either non-existent or unimportant. Then, it is discerned as “them.” Later, it is perceived as a nuisance or as an unwanted, or even unjust, intrusion. Finally, it is perceived as an enemy.

Creating the enemytc "Creating the enemy"
At the stage when the group is putting effort into creating the “us,” the existence of the “them” is discerned but denied. As previously mentioned, any approach by the “them” group to the “us” group is perceived as an intrusion. The “us” group reacts to their sense of being intruded upon by behaving in a rejecting and rude manner. It thus offends and angers the “them” group. The affect becomes laden with suspiciousness, narcissistic vulnerability, and a wish for revenge, to which both groups are party. From this moment on, the “them” group is perceived as having bad intentions and the “us” group is seen as a victim. Self-defense is considered to be necessary and justified. 

Formulation of an ideologytc "Formulation of an ideology"
While energy is invested in creating an “us” identity, words that are said in the room arouse associations and become charged with group meaning. The members seem to be hunting for group metaphors. When they are found, they describe the uniqueness of “us.”

During the observations we discerned the following phenomenon:

Various expressions are tossed into the air; some refer to the division of the groups. Of these expressions, some turn into metaphors and slogans involving splitting, especially of one group versus the other group or groups. These metaphors are fleshed out into group narratives. Group members choose some of them to express their identity within the group and their sense of belonging to it (they verbalize them by mutual consent with a sense of pleasure). The sayings begin to become group “property,” a kind of independently existing object. Thus a sort of group ideology is born that defines the uniqueness of the group vis-a-vis the rest of the world, and agreement with it becomes a criterion for membership. Such a criterion demands “binary” obedience (agrees/disagrees, belongs/does not belong) on the part of the group members. 

Probing towards a group dialogue tc "Probing towards a group dialogue "
We found that the splitting and the inter-group animosity can remain stable for some time. Only rarely did the groups achieve inter-group dialogue, although in most of these cases it occurred only after reminders by the consultants about the primary task (i.e., dialogue was brought about by an outside party). 

On the other hand, there were instances when the inter-group dialogue led to the fragmentation of the entire group into several nondescript sub-groups. On some rare occasions, the groups were really interested in each other and became involved in an inter-group dialogue with apparent pleasure. Most of the time, third-party interventions proved necessary for this dialogue to take place. 

Discussiontc "Discussion"
We are using the term social structure to refer to a primal, basic, perhaps even inborn, social behavior that characterizes human society—one that goes beyond nations and cultures. We are suggesting that the division into two groups—“us” and “them”—reflects such a social structure. 

The division into “us” and “them” can be regarded as a major social mechanism, a form of social organization that has defensive as well as developmental functions.
We suggest perceiving this structure as a basic social instinct of human beings. In our opinion, the forming of archaic collective identities and a sense of kinship precedes the molding of an individual’s personality. Only at a later stage, when we align ourselves with specific groups that correspond to a defined social context, can processes of personal development and individuation evolve. 

We believe that the above illustrations from our simulations reflect a universal, unconscious social process that occurs in human society on a broad scale: between groups, between organizations, between subcultures, and between nations. We have chosen to refrain from referring to socio-political meanings that could be associated with these illustrations. We hope the reader will notice on his own the various meanings that are hinted at in the illustrations. 

We can understand the phenomena we have described in terms of purpose (what they exist for) and in terms of cause (why they exist in such a way). In terms of purpose, we believe that the division into “us” and “them” has a certain benefit: it becomes part of the processes leading to an individual’s self-definition and identity formation. 

Moreover, the division into “us” and “them” promotes group cohesiveness. This cohesiveness combines the motivations and inner resources of each individual into a collective pool. It is experienced by its members as a sense of togetherness, similarity, consensus, and acceptance. This positive experience enhances the participants’ desire to give of themselves to the group and to voluntarily reduce their own individuality, desires, and personal needs. In this way the group can turn into a team, an organization, or even a nation, that is able to work towards mutual goals and use its resources for the benefit of its individual members and for the group as a whole. We believe that the process of consolidating a group identity and a sense of “us” includes a certain degree of closing off and hostility against “them.” It appears that this attitude towards “them” increases at the beginning of the process and is likely to decrease gradually when the group identity is achieved and well established (promoting a sense of security and self worth). The decrease in the level of negative feelings towards “them” facilitates probing towards a group dialogue that can be successfully achieved at this stage. Nevertheless there is marked difference between groups in the degree that they are closed off and hostile towards “them.” A high level of negative feelings towards “them” is likely to prevent a dialogue between groups from developing altogether. 

In our opinion, self-definition is a process that occurs through identification and separation. It has two main elements: the element of similar to me and the element of different from me. It is our hypothesis that the process of differentiation requires both. It is impossible to formulate and delineate a distinct identity (individual or group) without each of these elements. The division into “us” and “them” can be regarded as a structure that provides dividing lines within the chaos and anchors them in social reality. Thus, the group that we term “us” attributes all of the similar to us aspects to itself, and ascribes all of the different from us elements to the other group. In other words, “us” represents a collective form of “me” and “them” represents a collective form of “not me.”
The division into “us” and “them” 
as a defense mechanismtc "The division into us and them 
as a defense mechanism"
As we have mentioned before, the division into “us” and “them” may have emotional bases. The absence of a sense of belonging to a group can create feelings of distress in an individual. This sense of distress is probably connected with man’s fear of being alone, with the absence of a sense of kinship, and with the depression that accompanies living without others that are the same as you. All these issues have been described in the literature. We will mention some of the ideas that relate to them. 

Feartc "Fear"
It appears that in an undefined space, the individual becomes filled with anxiety and is flooded with fear of annihilation. Some authors in psychoanalytic literature have described such a state of extreme anxiety, and we suggest that their thinking can be applied to understand man’s feelings in an anonymous crowd as well.

Bion (1962, 1977) refers to it as a “nameless dread.” Winnicott (1987, 1989) calls it “disintegration anxiety” regarding an “unthinkable” emotional state of “falling forever,” and Klein (1946) talks about the danger of “annihilation” as a derivative of an inborn death instinct (in the same article). Bollas (1995) says that an empty space fills up with evil, and the term “black hole” is widely used to describe a fear of annihilation and a sense of an existential catastrophe that man faces.

Depressiontc "Depression"
Winnicott (1950) claims that a global society leads to depression, whereas conflict extricates us from it. “If the whole world were our society, then it would need to be at times in a depressed mood.... The concept of a global society brings with it the idea of a world suicide” (p. 256).

Absence of a sense of belongingtc "Absence of a sense of belonging"
It appears that an anonymous crowd does not provide the individual with a sense of identity, and it leaves him in a chaotic distress. In such an amorphous social reality people are liable to feel that they have no value or significance, that their very existence might be erased. They encounter unbearable feelings of doubt and confusion, and hasten to defend themselves against this danger.

According to Marion Milner (1981), “a world that is without form is indeed void. There is nothing in it to get hold of. For any external object to become happily significant for us, it must have some form by which we can recognize it as likely to satisfy our needs and therefore as relevant to our destiny, ... here was the principle of limitation, outline, patterning, the ordering principle which could be hated for its restrictiveness and yet loved because utterly needed for one’s very psychic and physical existence” (pp. 99-100, emphasis added). 

Using a socio-philosophical approach, Oldenquist (1988) states: 

The evidence is overwhelming that people need social identities—essences as it were—and otherwise they feel isolated, alienated, and without significance. Unless people noninstrumentally value something other than themselves, they will find it next to impossible to value themselves. This is what it means to say we are innately social animals.... (p. 472).

We therefore regard the primal horde as a basic, universal formation against the possibility of being an insignificant individual, with no identity, within an anonymous crowd. In addition, the multi-faceted distress we describe here is liable to mobilize defensive measures such as splitting, projection, and projective identification (with their double function). We maintain that the primal horde seeks out another, opposing horde, so that the two hordes can behave in the characteristic manner of “us” and “them.”
Splitting and projection are well known and widely discussed in the psychoanalytic literature, although mostly in the interpersonal domain, and far less in the inter-group domain (Klein, 1946). 

The need for an enemytc "The need for an enemy"
It is also possible that the split into “me/not me” entities does not suffice as a defense mechanism. A sense of kinship might perhaps constitute a better defense. The group cohesiveness enhances the split, and provides a much-needed sense of belonging as “us.” “Us” is likely to be experienced as more reassuring, safer, stronger than “me.” This splitting provides a double measure of protection since it enables a sense of belonging while projecting unwelcome aspects of “us” onto “them.” From a psychological point of view, the process of turning “them” into an enemy can still be considered as having a defensive value despite the pain and destructiveness that are inherent in it. A defined enemy that enhances the individual’s sense of belonging, strengthens boundaries, and provides for group and personal identity can extricate us from feelings of deep anxiety. One can thus say that it is easier to have a defined enemy than to be burdened with the sense of dread that anonymity can arouse. 

The idea of the need for enemies is not entirely new. In an article written in 1972, Kohut claims that aggression against the other is an expression of narcissistic rage that stems from an injured self and from a narcissistic deprivation of one’s basic developmental needs. He ends this article by stressing that a similar dynamic occurs in group processes, and that its understanding can promote our thinking about social behavior and hostility between groups. 

Kohut notes that 

group cohesion is brought about and maintained, not only by an ego ideal held in common by the members of the group (Freud, 1921), but also by their shared subject-bound grandiosity, i.e., by a shared grandiose self. Indeed, there are groups, which are characterized by the fact that they are held together by this latter bond—crudely stated, by their shared ambitions rather than by their shared ideals (pp.397-398).

In addition, Kohut believes that when group narcissism is interfered with it causes regression that is transformed into narcissistic rage and aggression against other groups. He says that “the need for revenge, for righting a wrong, for undoing a hurt by whatever means, and a deeply anchored, unrelenting compulsion in the pursuit of all these aims gives no rest to those who have suffered a narcissistic injury”’ (p. 380).

Moses (1982) refers to these ideas of Kohut in an article about the group self. He sees in narcissistic phenomena and their pathological transformations the roots for the polarities between groups and the escalation of conflicts that occurs in them. As an example, he explores the dynamic process that constitutes the Israeli-Arab conflict. He believes that narcissistic pathology is the cause of signifying the other group as an enemy and turning it into a sacrificial lamb. In his opinion, seeing the others as aggressive is a collective defense mechanism that promotes the self worth of group members and thus takes care of their vulnerability. 

“This projection leaves one feeling fairly righteous and pure, even more so when one compares oneself—as indeed one does—with the projectee who is perceived as being bad, cruel, barbaric and inhuman. Such an increase in self-esteem, in what one can call narcissistic affect, is at the root of the mechanism of scapegoating. This indeed is how the original scapegoat was conceived of in religion, and how the chicken on Yom Kippur in Judaism is viewed to this day. The sacrificial animal is discarded with all the badness inside it: the person remains pure and clean. The same narcissistic gain from the use of projection occurs when the members of a nation project their hostile and aggressive wishes and tendencies into or onto an enemy-neighbor. The same polarization then takes place: they, the Arabs, are bad and we, the Jews or Israelis, are good. And vice versa, of course” (Moses, p. 56). 

Volkan (1988) claims that the need to have an enemy is universal. He traces the origins of social conflict to the crib and argues that fear and hatred of the stranger are deeply rooted in the human psyche. He posits that the fear of the stranger and the projection of hatred upon the other are the psychological foundation of the concept of the enemy. In an article written in 1987, he suggests that the socio-political enemy is an outgrowth of the early need to find objects that will store those aspects one has difficulty containing by oneself. The creation of a mutual enemy provides such a “reservoir” and acts as a collective defense mechanism against drives and wishes that endanger the group identity. He coins the term “suitable targets of externalization” to describe these reservoirs. 

The enemy, as an extension of such targets, acts as a reservoir of our externalized bad self- and object representations condensed with projected and unwanted impulses, thoughts, and defenses against them (p. 912).

In our opinion, the need for an enemy is coupled with the need for a friend. They constitute two opposite poles of the same continuum and have a contradictory form of coexistence. We believe that creating a place for oneself is enhanced through the creation of an external “enemy.” The role of the “friend” is reserved for the group that one initially identifies with and conceives as “us.” The underlying reasons for both these needs are unconscious. The meaningful functions that both these needs have in the process of personal and social developments are denied. They undergo a process of rationalization and are transformed into an ideology that is out of touch with the structural roots it is derived from. 

Ideology as a defense mechanismtc "Ideology as a defense mechanism"
In our opinion, an ideology can serve a double function: it defines identity and it acts as a defense mechanism. In other words, the dynamic process of forming an identity precedes the creation of specific ideological content. Thus perceived, an ideology organizes boundaries and provides a sense of kinship under conditions of confusion and doubt. It provides a speedy orientation that apparently has a survival value with regard to the critical existential questions that are at stake. In situations like war or competition, it is especially important to know immediately who is with you and who is against you. Under these conditions, anyone who leaves alternatives open, hesitates, does not define himself, and does not belong, may find his existence in jeopardy. At the same time, the intra-group dialogue about this ideology contains totalitarian characteristics. Within the group embrace there is no tolerance for dissidence. It is a form of “binary” dialogue, a culture of “either/or,” “yes/no,” “with us/against us,” “belongs/doesn’t belong.” 

Thus, an arbitrary division takes on an ideological dimension. The random slip of paper, according to which the groups in our simulations were divided, turns into a flag that gathers meanings, fashions political and social opinions, and feeds group cohesiveness. What then, at face value, appears to be a rational choice that expresses a mature, well-considered world outlook, turns out to be, at least partially, an unconscious process over which the individual has a limited degree of choice, freedom, control, and personal ownership.

Splitting into “us” and “them”: 
Denial of mutual dependence and group developmenttc "Splitting into us and them\: 
Denial of mutual dependence and group development"
We believe that isolation and animosity towards others have a price. A flight into group cohesiveness is likely to seal the boundaries around “us” and erect a wall against “them.” Both groups will tend to deny the importance of the contribution they make for each other in developing and achieving a sense of kinship and self-definition. Thus each group is not able to see the other as valuable and meaningful and at the same time cannot see itself as having similar value for the others. The possibility of a flexible, open social identity that is continuously updated against a changing internal and external reality, and the potential for maintaining real relationships with the changing other, are experienced as confusing and dangerous.

Thus both groups become enclosed within defensive walls nurturing a sense of false independence. Their interdependence is denied and forgotten and their deep inter-relationships remain unconscious and unacknowledged. Basic needs like this can exist in various degrees on a spectrum between recognition and denial. Thus when the need for the other is denied, the contribution that one group can have for the other is unacknowledged and not recognized.
Encounter with the othertc "Encounter with the other"
A number of theorists describe the value of the encounter with the other and even believe this encounter is vital for individual development. We suggest that the same ideas can be applied to the development of groups as well. According to Winnicott, the human world starts with a twosome and not with an individual. (“There is no such thing as a infant without a mother” Winnicott, 1965 pp.39). Winnicott (1975) believes that formulating a subjective identity of value requires the existence of an “other”: an “other” to contend with, to destroy in one’s imagination, and interact with in order to realize our inborn human potential. Self-definition requires an “other.” The other does not just constitute a frustrating and unavoidable reality that must be tolerated, but rather a primary need that is impossible to do without. 

The other is a subject of fantasy and imagination as well as part of external reality. According to Winnicott (1975), the encounter with externality is crucial for the development of adequate reality testing, for the realization of one’s creative potential, and for the ability to enjoy life in itself. He says “we often hear of the very real frustrations imposed by external reality, but less often hear of the relief and satisfaction it affords.... [Fantasy is only tolerable at full blast when objective reality is appreciated well.... The subjective ... cannot be enjoyed except as a parallel to the objective” (p.153).

In Winnicott’s view, the other is perceived as a resource and as a potential for diversity and richness. The “not me” has the capacity to save the “me” from the danger of suffocating in paranoid isolation. Hence we can assume that when there is no other nearby, we are liable to create one. 

Buber (1970) considers the “I - Thou” dialogue as a worthy existential achievement, while the relation between “I - It” misses the opportunity for this level of communication. It seems that the division into “us” and “them” contains some aspects of “I - It.” We maintain that the splitting into “us” and “them” may represent a move away, and even a fall, from the ability to realize the potential of an “I -Thou” relationship. The hoped for “us - you” state of relatedness is replaced by “us - them” with its accompanying sense of alienation and hostility. 

Obediencetc "Obedience"
It is important to mention that there is an alternative hypothesis that might explain the division into groups besides the idea of instinctual splitting that we have posited in this paper. The compliance with the simulation’s instructions raises the possibility that the participants could have been responding to an overt or latent suggestion by the consultants. In that case, the underlying cause for this phenomenon is the need for a leader (Freud 1912; Bion, 1961) and a deep, primary, dependent obedience to authority. 

It was our impression during the simulations that this dependence on authority was indeed very powerful, but in spite of it we feel that obedience alone cannot explain our various findings. It can explain the division into groups based on the instructions, but it cannot, in our opinion, account for the two groups’ taking opposing stands, for the durability of those stands, and for the creative investment of each group in establishing a separate and distinct identity. Furthermore, it was our impression that the participants’ powerful internal motivation to divide themselves in this way cannot be explained merely by an external factor. 

Thus obedience to authority is possibly a meaningful factor but not an exclusive one. Moreover, it is possible that this primary tendency for division is the one that seeks a leader—no less than the other way around. It appears that obedience to authority and dependence on it join forces with the primary tendency to divide into “us” and “them” in producing universal patterns of social behavior.

Cultural influencestc "Cultural influences"
In our opinion, the division into “us” and “them” is a universal one. However, culture, religion, and historical factors could affect the degree to which this division escalates into extreme poles or is ameliorated and becomes moderate. We assume that cultures that promote an elitism of the “us” and that devalue the “them,” or even recommend in advance that the “them” be regarded as a potential enemy, reinforce a tendency among members of the same society to polarize into two opposing groups. In other words, the social, cultural, and historical context within which this division occurs can affect the shaping, impact, and content of these processes. 

Winnicott (1989) thinks that a catastrophe that has occurred in one’s childhood may reappear in his later life in the form of a dissociated affective experience and express itself in overly defensive behavior. In other words, traumatic events in a person’s past that were not worked out might be relived unconsciously and reactivated as an overt preoccupation with bracing oneself against the next attack (pp. 89-90, 91).

By the same token, we believe that a history of group traumas could lead to an emotional climate of collective suspiciousness and isolation and could increase polarization between groups. Winnicott, in his article on democracy (1950, 1986), claims that the natural tendency to democracy can be reinforced by first reducing the impingement imposed on the individual by his caretakers, i. e. by having a “good enough mother” in the socio-political sense. Following his ideas, we assume that societies that stress openness, acceptance, and democracy help decrease the polarity that occurs in the division into groups of “us” and “them.”

However, in spite of all of the above, the division into polarized groups remains, in our opinion, primal and powerful, going beyond societies and cultures, their histories, their cumulative learning, and their collective experiences.

The “third” and the role of the consultantstc "The third and the role of the consultants"
In addition, we believe the division into “us” and “them” includes opposition to a third side (i.e., Tiers in French). The resistance to the “third” can be explained by Lacan’s (1977) concept: The twosome maintains a stable but frozen relationship; the “other” refers to a third psychological entity generated in the analytic setting that is distinct from the patient and from the analyst. “The Other is therefore the locus in which is constituted the I who speaks with him who hears…” (1956, p. 141). The “third,” the other, is the one who prevents repetition and glaciation. We claim that the division into “us” and “them” behaves in the same manner as a twosome (a couple) with its characteristic stability (fixation) and glaciation, in spite of the fact that the relationship between “us” and “them” could be one of rivalry and animosity, and not necessarily of love.  

In our simulation, the Government group could have constituted a possible “third” but it “disappeared.” The Government’s disappearance, in our opinion, represents the resistance to the other. After the Government’s disappearance, the whole system, including the two groups, appeared to have “frozen.” The relationship between “us” and “them” remained stable (or rather stuck) until the intervention by the consultants. The consultants, too, were influenced by this emotional process and felt the pull to shift roles and join the two existing groups. Nevertheless, they stayed close to their assigned territory and were able to persist in their role. In the end, the consultants appeared to have taken upon themselves the role of the “third,” the other. Their ability to maintain their position and unique function—despite the pressure to be pulled into the two groups—enabled them to serve as the “third” within the polarized situation. When the consultants intervened as the “third,” the system emerged from its frozen state and inter-group interactions with the potential for creating and promoting inter-group dialogue could take place.
We would like to stress that the “other” is a different concept from the “third.” We believe that in inter-group relationships the sub-groups are diametrically juxtaposed and form two entities that constitute the opposite sides of the same coin. The “third” that we refer to is outside the polarization of the “us” and “them” and represents additional alternatives. It was our experience that the entry of the “third” into the picture is usually unwelcome and is met with resistance by the groups. 

The consultants’ interpretations of the participants’ compliance with an arbitrary division—based on random slips of paper—and their interpretations suggesting that an ideology might be based on irrational factors, (as put forth by the ideas in this thesis), raised fear and anger in the participants. The possibility that a random slip of paper can acquire the status of a well-reasoned political stand is apparently a serious narcissistic blow to the group self. As we have already mentioned, what appears to the participants at face value as a rational choice expressing a mature, well-considered world outlook, is, at least partially, an unconscious process over which they have limited control and personal ownership.

The ability of the consultants to contain the anger that the participants express at their interventions—to contain the feeling that the consultants are ignored or devalued by the participants—makes it possible for the group members to acknowledge their neediness. Thus they become able to use the interpretations of the consultants to decrease the behavior of closing off and hostility and to increase the dialogue between the groups. 

Conclusion

The postmodern sensibility tends to view structures as representatives of limitations in human thinking and it emphasizes relativism, contextuality and a state of never ending change instead. Nevertheless we claim that the social structure we suggest in this paper is a consistent organizing principle in social behavior and is a sort of given in human nature.tc "Conclusion"
To summarize, we suggest that our findings expose universal blind spots according to which human society tends instinctively to divide itself into groups of  “us” and ”them.” The division into two opposing groups precedes the cognitive content that follows it; in other words, ideology and rational discourse are superimposed on this process rather than causing it. This division has survival value, expressed through a sense of social cohesiveness and consolidation engendered within each group, consisting of a sense of common goals and strong motivation for cooperation. The danger of such a division lies in the potential of  “us” and “them” to turn into enemies and to define group boundaries through enhanced suspiciousness, aggression, and hostility. We hope that awareness of these processes and further exploration of their various manifestations and dynamics will be helpful in creating a new perspective on relations between groups and nations. Thus we will be able to make better use of this division while lessening the dangers inherent in it. 
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