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In November, 1998 - three years after the assassination of our Prime Minister - members of “Besod Siach” (an association dedicated to the promotion of dialogue between conflict groups in Israeli society) got together for a weekend of dialogue on the processes surrounding this traumatic national event. The workshop took place at the Yeshiva (institute for religious studies) in Karnei Shomron - and was run on a model of rotating peer-consultation.

In this presentation we will attempt to investigate the causes of the containing atmosphere that allowed most of the participants in the workshop to do significant work on themselves, and to clear up some of the bad feelings that had built up in the association since the murder.

The participants: “Besod Siach” is an association dedicated to the promotion of dialogue between conflict groups in Israeli society. The association was established in 1992 - making it one of the most experienced dialogue organizations among the many that have been functioning in the country since the assassination. The association’s founders are leftist and rightist psychologists, religious and secular - all of whom have a background in group work. The tools they have developed for internal national dialogue are based on the Tavistock model for work with conflict groups, and include elements of psychoanalytic and systems theories.  

Jacques, 1955, says that “...effective social change is likely to require analysis of the common anxieties and unconscious collusions underlying the social defences determining phantasy social relationships” (p. 498) Agazarian, 1995, points out that when the intra-personal conflicts are too strong to be contained within the individual - they are split off into two containing subsystems. This resolves the personal conflict and re-creates the conflict on an inter-personal, or inter-group level. It has been seen that when the individual is re-acquainted with the intra-personal aspects of the conflict, he or she can better accept that the members of the conflicting sub-group hold “opposing” opinions. Once members of the opposing groups recognize that - together - they represent the parts of a conflicted entity, they are able to respect and even to cherish the stances which they oppose.

One principle we have maintained - so far - is to compose staff for events to which we consult - from several consultants who hold the various viewpoints being dealt with in the groups consulted to. The consultants are experienced in dialogue among themselves, serve as a model for cooperation, and usually manage to contain the spectrum of viewpoints being brought up in the groups.

The principles of parallel processes and theme-centered group therapy constitute two of the fundamentals of the association’s work. Ruth Cohn, 1969, developed the concept of theme-centered group therapy - which assumes that the subject matter being dealt with in a group may be re-created in the group processes and then will allow for more immediate investigation of the problem at hand. This concept is closely related to the idea of parallel processes. It is clear that if the staff of an organization is not healthily engaged in its own inner dialogue, it will detriment the dialogue of the populations it is meant to serve. Both the idea of a central theme being reenacted in the processes of a group, and the principle that the staff must engage in its own dialogue in order to promote the dialogue of the target population serve as beacons - while we direct an event and attempt to understand the conflicts we are dealing with. Experience has taught us that our own internal dialogue - between ourselves - always promotes work with the populations we meet. 

Since Rabin’s assassination - there had been a process of avoidance of the subject.  Internal dialogue in the organization and external projects were - to a great extent - diverted to the conflict between religous and secular groupings. The association had planned two (out of three) yearly conferences - that stressed leadership in conflict situations, and a broad spectrum of conflicts that are potent in Israeli society - i.e. the conflict between Western and Oriental Jews.

The feeling - in the association - became stronger and stronger, that we were unconsciously avoiding direct confrontation with the serious sediments that had collected and  festered - since the assassination. Meanwhile feelings of insult and injury had deepened among central members  of the organization - from both sides of the political spectrum - bringing us to the verge of an open breech. (One of the founders had become more and more vocal that maybe there is no point in dialogue, maybe the whole raison d’etre of the organization is a farce - since we cannot bring ourselves to deal with this explosive subject. Menzies Lyth,1988, has pointed out that caretakers may leave the institutions in which they work - if they are not given conditions for containment of their own conflicts with the work at hand. )

At our yearly organizational retreat - in the summer of 1998 - the demands for a dialogue on the subject of the assassination became increasingly vocal.

So, it should be noted that the participants in this workshop had experienced a long period of incubation of the feelings surrounding the assassination - all the while engaging and promoting dialogue on other subjects, and were (possibly more than) ready to open up the subject among themselves. It should also be noted that a large majority of the members of the association are professionals in group work, and all of them have engaged in serious dialogue on a variety of conflicts.

The model - rotating peer-consultation: This model was originally chosen because  it seemed unfair to the directors of the workshop to demand of a small number of members of the association to contain the emotional intensities around this subject - while foregoing this opportunity to deal with their own difficulties. The need to open up this “Pandora’s box” was urgent and essential to every member of the organization. 

A second reason for the choice of this model, was economical. The limited resources of the association are devoted to work with the community at large. The diversion of limited monetary and emotional resources to such an internal workshop - would have been unrealistic - in view of the broad and essential projects we find necessary in Israeli society. (Being a volunteer organization demands that self-containment and preparation for outside work be kept economically feasible.)

After the fact (and indeed - already in the planning stages of the workshop) we “fell in love” with the model. Of  28 participants in the workshop - 16 took an active part in consultation to various stages of the process. This situation meant that a large proportion of participants were well-aware of their personal responsibility for promoting the work. As a parallel process - this position accentuated, for all the participants, the personal responsibility of each and every citizen of our country for the atmosphere which preceded and followed the assassination. In addition - each consultant in turn - was aware of the difficulties of containing the emotions aroused - and everybody contributed to consultation to the process - not only when he or she was in a defined consultant’s role. (Indeed - an invitation for such contributions  was included in the opening statement of the workshop.)

Time and territory: The workshop took place at the Yeshiva in Karnei Shomron - a religious settlement - during Friday and Sabbath. Again - the original considerations for this decision were economical. Holding the workshop on a weekend allowed for a maximum of the members of the organization to attend - without loss of work-days. Holding the workshop in Karnei Shomron allowed for participants who preferred - to sleep over with local families. This situation made it  simpler for religious participants to observe a traditional Sabbath.

On Friday evening, all participants of the workshop were invited to Sabbath Eve meal with various local families. For Saturday lunch, family members were invited to join us for our meal at the Yeshiva. This allowed participants to choose the degree of involvement with members of their families - during this traditionally “family” day. 

Since a significant number of members of the organization live in Karnei Shomron - and perhaps because of other conditions that make maintenance of relationships between the religious inhabitants and their secular families and friends, essential - there are already precedents for hosting secular guests on Sabbath. A year before the workshop, the settlement rabbi made a dispensation for inviting secular guests on Sabbath itself, although it was clear that the guests would arrive in their cars. (Driving on Sabbath is forbidden by orthodox tradition.) This permission was conditional on the guests parking their cars outside the gates of the settlement and entering on foot. For the purposes of the workshop, we received a dispensation from the rabbi of the Yeshiva, to allocate one room for the use of secular smokers on Sabbath.  (Smoking is also traditionally forbidden on Sabbath.) 

This gesture constituted significant information at the opening plenary of the workshop, and certainly contributed to the atmosphere of containment of the needs of the secular participants by their religious peers. The need for this allocation was in line with one of the central principles of the association - that dialogue does not require a change of position - but rather views differences of life-style and opinion as a source of cultural enrichment. This contributed to a clearer differentiation of central and peripheral issues.

The task:  Experience has shown us that self-investigation and introspection, arouse empathy in the observers, while critical interaction arouses aggression and defensiveness. We adhere to the  principal that a person’s autonomy must be respected. Each participant should be given as much leeway as possible in expressing his feelings and beliefs. But conditions must enable him to grant the “other” his right to hold antithetical values. With this ethic in mind, the tasks of the workshop were defined in the framework of self-investigation - of the personal, organizational and social processes experienced by each participant, around the assassination. The conflict was in no way avoided by this definition of the task, but necessarily channelled the participants to view statements made by others as the personal opinions of those speaking - and not necessarily attribution of stereotypes to those with opposing opinions. (Compare statements such as “I felt that people from the left were blaming me, personally, for the murder” from a rightist, to a statement such as “You blamed me, personally, for the murder.” Compare a statement such as “I feel I can’t trust you  [rightists] anymore” from a person from the left, to a statement such as “You’re all lying when you profess innocence.”)

Maintenance of the task by the consultants (part of their role, along with maintenance of time and territory boundaries - for each unit of the workshop) included pointing out the difference between self-investigation and projection of attributes to the “other.”

An organizational event at the beginning of the workshop was called “an Internal-Organizational Event” and suggested a fishbowl discussion of members of each political “camp” separately. Despite the fact that boundaries were violated during this event, (we will try to identify some of the causes for this - further on)  we hoped that discussion within the political identity group - as in the case of personal introspection - would minimalize defensiveness.

After the Internal-Organizational Event, and in addition to the opening and closing plenaries, participants were divided into two heterogenous groups. Their tasks were for each participant to individually investigate processes that involved him- or herself and his or her society: 1) before the Oslo agreements 2) between the Oslo agreements and the assassination and 3) since the assassination.

Problems with the model: One of the anticipated problems with rotating peer-consultation was maintenance of a view of the workshop as a continuous and complete system. The limited responsibility of each team of consultants could easily have created a series of truncated visions of the system. Staff meetings were allocated - as much as possible - at the junctures between the various units of work - with accent placed on preparation of the incoming teams to their taking-up of role. These staff meetings effectively dealt with this difficulty. At the one point in the workshop when there was no time for a staff meeting - at a “changing of the guard,”  the incoming teams of consultants had difficulty maintaining task, time and territory for their unit of consultation.  An extreme case was one pair of consultants - who consulted to the unit “between the Oslo agreements and the assassination.”  The rightist consultant opened the session with a completely independent definition of the task “Why not engage in civil war ?”  This session was - for the work-group involved - confused, and aroused much aggression among the participants, with some of the participants attempting to maintain the written task (and one of the consultants aiding this attempt) while other participants made an effort to reply to the question posed. Retroactively, the consultant who had acted out by questioning the defined task - understood that  to do so may be her right as a participant, but was beyond her rights as a consultant. This particular consultant’s difficulties with the change of roles (from participant to consultant) was further noted in the fact that she arrived late for the session and neglected to close the door - upon entering. Essentially she had acted out against every boundary which her role required that she maintain.

In all other cases, the staff meetings, the internal dialogue between the pairs of consultants, and the supervision given by the directors to the various pairs and/or teams of consultants generally allowed for maintenance of a unified view of the continuity of the work and the completeness of the system, and consultants were able to maintain their role-identity when on task.

Another problem with this model is the need for a large number of consultants from among a limited number of participants. The large proportion of consultant-participants was at times a positive force in aiding the process of the workshop - as we explained before. The problem with the large proportion of potential consultants necessary, lay in the fact that we actually drafted every potential consultant present, some of them with little or no experience in consulting to dialogue. Our solution - which generally was adequate- was to compose pairs of consultants - not only from one leftist and one rightist - but also from at least one well-experienced consultant together with one less-experienced. Despite some cases of high anxiety among the “greener” consultants, usually the pairs themselves managed to contain this anxiety - in the process of their own internal dialogue.

During the “Internal-Organizational Event” - when the more experienced (and leftist) consultant found herself immobilized by the apparent inability of the rightists, in the fishbowl,  to carry on a discussion among themselves, boundaries became more and more lax. It should be noted that one of the results of their relatively short acquaintance was that they had not managed to engage in dialogue between the two of them before taking on their roles. Observers (and even one member of the fishbowl) wandered around the room, participants in the fishbowl engaged in long, rambling speeches to their audience, until finally one of the observers (a lady from the right) burst out with an expression of her frustration which aroused the consultants to action. This lady reported - later - that she checked the written program, to see when the plenary for the event would take place, during which she would be able to express her frustration - and simply did not see what was written in the program. It would seem that the unconscious forces for violating the boundaries were extremely intense especially for the rightists who easily lost their faith in the ability of the setting to contain them. As it turned out - up until the final plenary, the repression aiding avoidance of insight into this event, impeded the functioning of the staff. The leftist director referred to this event in the final plenary, in an attempt to relate the immobilization experienced, to the process of the workshop. She unconsciously neglected the key sentence to her intervention - leaving her own remark unclear and without response - an example of the difficulties of the leftists to contain the acting-out of the rightists. (Her intention was to relate her curiosity about the immobilization of the consultants - as direct participants in the event - which would shed light for all of us - on the processes involved. In parallel she spoke of the “existential curiousity” of the left toward the right - because they were relatively closer to the assassin and his environment - who could shed light on events preceding the assassination. Her intervention neglected to draw the parallel between the two events.) 

It may be understood - retroactively - that the anxiety experienced by the rightists, at the beginning of the workshop, to exposing themselves to the criticism of the leftists  was a direct result of this anxious curiosity which they experienced as criticism directed towards them by the leftists of the country, since the assassination, and which made it next to impossible for them to engage in their own internal soul-searching. The intensity of this feeling of embattlement among the rightists was not realized in the planning stages of the workshop, and only became apparent as the process unfolded between us.

Outcome: Most of the participants in the workshop experienced relief in the expression of their feelings and their containment by the group. Much of the tension surrounding this explosive subject was alleviated.

It should be noted that the rightists experienced the greater difficulty in working through their mourning. Up until this point they had felt themselves constantly under attack and criticism from the leftist camp, since the assassin and his ideology were offshoots of their position. Their own feelings of ambivalence towards Yitzhak Rabin - who seemed to be exposing them, carelessly, to great physical danger, through implementation of the peace process - possibly made it difficult for them to deny unconscious death-wishes they had felt, or to put these aside in order to deal directly with their shock and pain at the breech created  by the assassination. 

The two work groups did not experience the same process. In one group - participants reached a common experience of mourning. (One of the rightists in this group said “Now I feel we can all sit on the floor for shiva and mourn together.”) In the second group the rightists were finally able to express their anger and frustration with the events leading up to the assassination, and with the assassination itself, feelings that up to this point - they felt had gone unheard by the leftists. For members of both work groups, rightists and leftists, post-workshop feedback has been uniformly feelings of greater acceptance and belonging. The group which experienced the common mourning - more fully - was the group that had partially dealt with the issue of “civil war” in the course of their work. Maybe the partial confrontation with this subject, enabled this group to proceed - past the anger. Apparently it is impossible to avoid the process of splitting, or the paranoid stage of the group, before arriving at integration and constructive depression. Expression, rather than suppression of the anger and its containment, via its pairing with its essential partner - self-investigation - then enables common feelings of sorrow.

In general, the workshop has helped the whole organization to move forward with our common mourning process, although individual members have made different amounts of progress. We would hope that the anger which expressed itself so destructively in the assassination will find better containment by our society and our region as the peace process continues.
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