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Abstract 
 

 

International conflict among and within nations is becoming more dire and magnified. Cyclical 

violence ensues as the victim/oppressor paradigm is perpetuated, thus instigating militant 

discourse. Cyclical violence becomes an anticipated pattern, while simultaneously appearing 

unavoidable due to antiquated or otherwise inadequate peace processes, most often overlooking 

the most vulnerable. To address these concerns, this research project explores the broad 

interplay of intercultural empathy, perceptions of peace and the “other,” and elements of 

integrated threat theory. Specifically, this study explores how Israelis conceptualize 

intercultural empathy in regard to Palestinians and examines how Israelis perceive the 

possibility of peace within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. “Peace” as a concept is explored in 

addition to “intercultural empathy,” and how Israelis conceptualize these familiar words. This 

study also explores what factors or experiences have influenced Palestinian and Israeli 

individuals’ perception of the “other.” This study adds to our understanding of the Israelis’ 

perspective of the “other” as the dominant group and influencer within the Palestinian Israeli 

conflict. Results reported in this dissertation indicate a significant perception of realistic and 

symbolic threat from Israeli participants toward Palestinians. It was also found participants had 

a cognitive understanding of empathy and intercultural empathy, though that understanding did 

not necessarily translate into more productive emotional empathy or position taking. Peace as 

an outcome was overwhelmingly viewed as impossible by Israeli participants. This dissertation 

contributes to the field of integrated threat theory from a qualitative approach in the context of 

intercultural conflict. This paper is a starting point for researchers and those involved in 

curricula development and intercultural training when engaging conflicting parties in key 

peacebuilding processes.  

Keywords: Intercultural empathy, conflict, peace, integrated threat theory, qualitative 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 

1.1 Background and motivation for this study 

Most violence in the current global setting “occurs within countries and comes in the form of 

inter-communal conflict that endangers internal and international stability” (Stein, 2017, p. 

2021). Whereas several current intercultural conflicts could be examined as a case study, the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict serves as an exceptional case study in that it has continued in 

perpetuity, despite conflict resolution practices and efforts to seek effective reconciliation from 

as early as the 1900’s when the first Zionist Jews began immigrating to their Holy sites, as 

depicted in the Torah. For many Zionist Israelis, the conflict can be traced back to the first 

book of the Torah to Genesis. According to Christian and Judaic tradition, Isaac, would produce 

the twelve tribes of Israel, and eventually receive the land of promise. By tradition, the Arab 

people are descendants of Ishmael, who was the son of Hagar. Israelis hold firmly to their belief 

that the land of Israel is their land above all else, as per the Abrahamic promise. As of result of 

the Judaic interpretation of the Torah, Palestinians, who are not predominantly of the Judaic or 

Christian faith, found themselves in chaos and turmoil when their homeland of more than some 

1000 years was suddenly given away on the grounds of religious text and the result of 

displacement.  

As we explore the history of the Palestinian Israeli conflict, we can see two sides who 

both have equal rights to exist: the Israelis, a people marginalized and disposed of by Nazis in 

World War II, and the Palestinians, a people similarly marginalized by the Israeli military. 

While Jewish history includes generations of refugeeism, Palestinians have just recently 

become refugees (Har-Gil & Gitler, 2015). Hence, the common victim-oppressor interpretation 

is reinforced by a mental lock in a historic framework, which is perpetually reproduced (Har-

Gil & Gitler, 2015). Israel may serve as a test case with which to examine the discourse of 
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recognition since it has played a pivotal role in the “growing global practice of apology as both 

victim and perpetrator” (Kampf, 2012, p. 431). Indeed, the Israeli state continues to do little to 

subside the conflict by recognizing the humanity in those whom they oppress, meanwhile, fear 

of the “other” continues to grow. The conflict is stuck in an endless cycle of abuse and 

retaliation by both perpetrator and victim, which may be considered a fluid dynamic by either 

side of the wall. With violence preceding the Oslo Accords of 1993, the initial peace 

agreements were undertaken with a sincere hope for peace from both Palestinians and Israelis, 

however, peace was short lived as if it were initially set up to fail, with both parties having 

different understandings and expectations of the word  “peace” (DeTurk, 2001). Efforts have 

been made by some Palestinian and Israeli non-governmental organizations to encourage 

peacebuilding and empathy, yet ill-will among the majority is consistently perpetuated (Stein, 

2017). Peace negotiation is paramount, but lasting peace must begin on a grassroots level to be 

truly substantial. Therefore, we must make an effort to understand the “other” by first 

understand how we view the “other” and why.  

There are many contexts in which “intercultural empathy” may be addressed, but 

whereas the Palestinian Israeli conflict is among the most visible and widely discussed 

conflicts, this context serves as the case study for the purpose of this research. This dissertation 

begins to address intercultural empathy by expanding knowledge of empathy from an 

individual, to a cultural level, thereby enabling a more specific, individual-based approach to 

more efficient and dependable peacebuilding processes. This dissertation also seeks to 

understand what influencing factors either support or impede their view of the “other,” while 

also exploring how both sides of the conflict understand the familiar term “peace.” Gaps in 

existing research do not investigate empathy as a concept, and often confuse functions of 

empathy with other familiar terms, including sympathy, compassion, etc. Furthermore, 

intercultural empathy is not explored as a concept, either qualitatively or quantitatively. In 
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addition, existing literature does not address whether or not existing dislike or hate between 

conflicting individuals might be transformed into empathy through an effort of active 

perspective taking, nor does it examine the attitudes of Israelis toward Palestinians 

comparatively with prominent messages portrayed in the media to find if there is any 

substantial correlation or causation. Furthermore, peace is not explored qualitatively in existing 

literature that examines both Palestinian and Israeli perspectives of peace, intercultural 

empathy, and the “other.” This dissertation seeks to address this gap by taking the historical 

and longstanding conflict between Palestinians and Israelis into account by examining both 

Palestinian and Israeli perspectives of the “other,” while examining potential influencing 

factors that may impede active perspective taking or even further perpetuate conflict.   

There is a lack of empathy and an ever-growing cognitive dissonance between the 

privileged and the less privileged in our societies. As a result, men, women, and children are 

starving, families are disbanded as violence ensues, and millions of people are displaced 

(Goldenziel, 2016). As this destruction and divisiveness continues, the overwhelming need for 

empathy increases. Empathy in intercultural communication reduces the tendency to use 

ourselves as a standard for judging others as filtered through our perceptions (Stewart, 1976). 

As we remain open-minded when communicating interculturally, becoming more empathetic 

may be achieved incrementally. To do so requires effort and consciousness on the 

communicators’ part. We can keep fighting over our differences and how things look while 

turning our backs to despairing and/or displaced “others,” or as Weaver (1990) recommended, 

we can devote ourselves to the global ideal of collaboration and position taking. According to 

Calloway-Thomas’ (2010) analysis of empathy in the global age, much is happening 

internationally in the arena of giving, while we are also at risk of “peril of the entire planet” (p. 

205). Calloway-Thomas (2010) asserted we “must commit to global justice and the global 

public good,” because humankind could “go in the opposite direction,” meaning that 
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progression toward peace could be undone as a direct consequence of unwise action and 

forgetting historical consequences (pp. 204-205). At a time when we could find our 

interconnected achievements in the echelons of success, or the opposite reality, understanding 

intercultural empathy is essential. As Calloway-Thomas (2010) explained, “Part of empathy’s 

work, then, is to knit together human and cultural elements of both the near and the distant, so 

that we will care about other people even if they are an ocean away” (p. 12). By examining our 

similarities and differences while remaining open-minded, we may gradually strengthen our 

ability to be interculturally empathetic.  

1.2 Research Questions 

The main goal of this project was to investigate the perceptions of intercultural empathy, peace, 

and the “other” among Palestinians and Israelis. To this end, the project proposes different 

research questions and hypotheses at different stages in the research. Throughout the initial 

research process, research aims shifted according to new learnings that were informed from 

each preceding research article. For example, research pertaining to integrated threat theory 

(ITT) was not initially intended to be included in this research project, though, as a result of 

themes located utilising grounded theory, such theory became crucial when framing the 

literature and findings. These questions and hypotheses tackle the general goal of this project, 

which is to examine the individual experience of and perception of intercultural empathy, 

which is a key to international peace negotiation. Further, this project examines the experience 

of “peace,” a term which continues to illude Palestinian and Israeli stakeholders today. Finally, 

the project investigates the perception of the “other” on behalf of both Palestinians and Israelis, 

especially in correlation with ITT. To investigate the above objectives, this study seeks to 

answer the following question: 
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 How do Palestinians and Israelis conceptualize intercultural empathy, peace, and the  

“other” in relationship to intergroup contact through the lens of integrated threat 

theory? 

To answer this question, each publication in this dissertation proposes specific 

questions. The first paper, a qualitative analysis from the perspective of both Palestinians and 

Israelis, examines how intercultural empathy is conceptualized, if and how Palestinians and 

Israelis are able to have an empathetic exchange, and how that might be possible. This study 

also seeks to understand the various factors related to intercultural empathy and how one might 

empathize after having the opportunity to learn of a specific individual in the “outgroup” and 

investigates: 1) How do Palestinians and Israelis conceptualize the “other” in relationship to 

the amount of intergroup contact? 2) How do Palestinians and Israelis conceptualize 

intercultural empathy? This paper is accepted for publication in The Global Handbook of 

Conflict and Peace Communication, edited by Dr. Sudeshna Roy. 

 The second paper, a qualitative study from the perspective of Israelis, broadens the 

scope from intercultural empathy alone to also include investigations of peace and perceptions 

of the “other.” The intent of this paper is not to focus on international politics in broad terms, 

but to fine-tune the focus toward the individual experiences or perceptions of the “other,” as 

well as to examine what factors may influence subsequent perceptions of the “other” that might 

get in the way of peace processes, reconciliation, and ultimately, intercultural empathy. This 

paper specifically seeks to answer the following: 1) How do Israelis conceptualize intercultural 

empathy in regard to Palestinians? 2) How do Israelis perceive the possibility of peace within 

the conflict? This paper was submitted to the International Journal of Conflict Management 

(IJCM) and is presently under revision for the second time with a Revise / Resubmit. 

The final paper studies elements of ITT within the Palestinian Israeli conflict from the 

perspective of Israelis toward Palestinians. It seeks to examine the influence and presence of 
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ITT within the conflict, and how both symbolic and realistic threats manifest themselves in 

Israeli’s minds toward their Palestinian counterparts. To do so, this article first explores a brief 

description of the Palestinian Israeli conflict today, and then introduces key theory directly 

related to ITT. Two attributes of ITT are specifically focused on due to their applicability, 

including symbolic and realistic threat. Finally, this paper explores the Israeli perception of 

Palestinians as the “other,” and examines threats or anxieties that Israelis as the ingroup may 

feel toward Palestinians as the outgroup. Two research questions are proposed: 1) How do 

Israelis perceive Palestinians in regard to integrated threat theory? 2) To what degree do 

Israelis experience active perspective taking with Palestinians? The details of the 

aforementioned research questions are outlined in Table 1.1. This paper was submitted to the 

Journal of Intercultural Communication Research (JICR), a publication of the World 

Communication Association and is presently under review. 

1.2.1 Contributions 

At the most general level, this dissertation contributes to the limited stream of research on 

empathy and the more extensive stream of integrated threat theory, but from a qualitative 

approach. Specifically, the dissertation aims to contribute to the research on perceptions of 

intercultural empathy, peace, and the “other” among Palestinians and Israelis in the following 

ways: 

a) It extends the literature on empathy and intercultural empathy, both generally and 

within the Palestinian Israeli conflict specifically. 

b) It explores the conception of the “other” in relationship to the Palestinian Israeli 

conflict by both Palestinians and Israelis, in addition to Israelis singularly.  

c) It investigates the perceptions of peace as regarded by Israelis within the Palestinian 

Israeli conflict.  
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d) It extends the literature on integrated threat theory from a unique qualitative 

approach within the Palestinian Israeli conflict as experienced by Israelis as the 

dominant ingroup toward Palestinians as the outgroup.  

Table 1.1 Overview of research questions in three chapters 

  

Chapter 2              
The "other" and 
intercultural 
empathy 

Chapter 3 
Intercultural 
empathy and 
peace 

Chapter 4     
Integrated 
threat theory 
and perspective 
taking 

RQ1. How do Palestinians and Israelis 
conceptualize the "other" in relationship 
to the amount of intergroup contact? 

X     

RQ2. How do Palestinians and Israelis 
conceptualize intercultural empathy?  X     

RQ3. How do Israelis conceptualize 
intercultural empathy in regard to 
Palestinians?  

  X   

RQ4. How do Israelis perceive the 
possibility of peace within the conflict?   X   

RQ5. How do Israelis perceive 
Palestinians in regard to integrated 
threat theory? 

    X 

RQ6. To what degree do Israelis 
experience active perspective taking 
with Palestinians? 

    X 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
 

 

2.1 An Ethnographic Overview of Key Components  

The Palestinian Israeli conflict has been one of the most consistent and long-standing conflicts, 

both historically and today, yet substantial animosity between the two sides is consistently 

perpetuated. The conflict is stuck in an endless cycle of abuse and retaliation by both 

perpetrator and victim, of which may be considered a fluid dynamic from those on either side 

of the wall. Efforts have been made by Palestinian and Israeli non-governmental organizations 

to encourage peacebuilding and empathy, yet ill-will continues. Peace negotiation is 

paramount, but lasting peace must begin on a grassroots level to be truly sustainable. Therefore, 

we must consciously and responsibly move toward an understanding of the “other” by first 

individually recognizing how we view the “other” and why. What gets in the way of 

empathizing with our human counterparts? Do both sides understand familiar words 

differently, such as “peace,” as suggested by Stohlman and Aladin (2003), and DeTurk (2001)? 

What do “peace” and “empathy” mean and what are the implications of these familiar words 

on an international scale?  

In this chapter, I explore the existing literature surrounding empathy, beginning with 

the conceptualization of “empathy” while clarifying other similar words such as “sympathy,” 

“compassion” etc. Following this, I introduce the efforts and findings of two researchers who 

have made considerable strides regarding how we view empathy and the associated nuances. I 

also examine research to date that aids in the conceptualization of intercultural empathy, as 

well as efforts of those who are actively attempting to improve empathy toward the “other” 

within the conflict through current peace projects on grassroots levels among Palestinians and 

Israelis alike. Finally, I share my personal experiences within Palestine as well as the Israeli 

state, relating my observations, conversations and preliminary research to the existing literature 
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on intercultural empathy within the conflict from a phenomenological approach (Schutz, 1967). 

These personal experiences are shared in an effort to validate the previous research claims, 

however, my true motivation for sharing my personal experiences and impressions in depth is 

to relate the true humanity of those on both sides of the wall. Those caught within the conflict 

and torn between Palestine and Israel are equal victims to the current circumstances and plight, 

perpetuated and agitated by the Israeli regime. The single greatest impression I left Palestine 

and Israel with is this: Everyone is hurting, everyone is the victim, and both sides are tired of 

fighting but feel powerless to change the conditions under the current Israeli rule.  

2.1.1 Polarization in word and deed 

In June of 2016, Tel Aviv Mayor, Ron Hundai, called on Israel to acknowledge their 

part in the ongoing conflict, stating, “We, as a state, are perhaps the only ones in the world with 

another people living among us under our occupation, denying them any civil rights.” He went 

on to add, “There is no way to hold people in a situation of occupation and think that everything 

is okay and they will continue to live like that” (Konrad, 2016, 1). Although Hundai’s statement 

caused some disagreement among conservative circles, it was not as bold as it may have 

seemed, as similar sentiments were suggested by the former Prime Minister, Ehud Barak, and 

the security agency, Shin Bet (Winer, 2015). While the conflict between Palestine and Israel 

continues despite public condemnation of the conflict from Israeli leaders of government, 

belligerency continues, resulting in a perpetual cycle of pain and revenge among many 

Palestinians and Israelis alike.  

Over time, and even before the Palestinian state was first established under occupational 

rule by the British Empire, there has been a similar narrative of victimization from both sides 

of the wall. The Israelis underwent unimaginable persecution and extermination throughout the 

Holocaust when the Nazi German government and military systematically murdered 

approximately six million European Jews. As a people who were previously displaced and 
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underwent unimaginable atrocities, the promise of “Zion” was an assurance of safety and 

security, while for others it was tantamount to literally returning home, as per the Abrahamic 

promise outlined in the Torah. For the first time, the European Jewish refugees found a home 

– a piece of land gifted to them by the UN under contentious circumstances, although, the ethics 

of that exchange are often still widely disputed as the then existing Palestinian population 

questioned the legality of the proposition and rejected the plan of partition. They argued it 

violated the principles of national self-determination, which granted people the right to decide 

their own destiny (Mandel, 2004).  

Throughout the history of the Palestinian Israeli occupation, the Israelis, a people 

marginalized and disposed of at the hands of the Nazis in World War II, and the Palestinians, 

a people similarly marginalized and disposed of by the Israeli regime, have both suffered. 

Evidence of this can still be felt in the echoes of the Holocaust, where Jews were the primary 

victim in that act against humanity. While Jewish history depicts generations of refugeeism, 

Palestinians have only recently become refugees at the hands of the very people who fled from 

their own terror. Hence, the common victim-oppressor interpretive framework is perpetuated 

and reproduced throughout an ongoing cycle of desperation and defence (Har-Gil & Gitler, 

2015). Examining the Palestinian Israeli conflict may enable the discourse of recognition to 

ensue as it plays a pivotal role in the active effort of global apology as both victims and 

perpetrators (Kamf, 2012). Unfortunately, many efforts toward apology are lost, as the act of 

conflict denies empathy with the “other” among both the oppressors and the oppressed, thus, 

opening channels for empathy must first be highlighted for post-conflict reconciliation to be 

achieved (Cameron, 2011). 

 While peace, collaboration and empathy between cultures is of course ideal, we often 

experience a juxtaposition of that ideal that is presently characterized as war. Conflict, and 

other negative social situations such as displacement and even ethnic cleansing, are usually 
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accompanied by a process of dehumanization, in which complex individuals are reduced to 

stereotypes that allow for polarization of groups and sometimes an escalation of violence 

between groups (Oberschall, 2000). This extreme level of cognitive dissonance and 

dissociation can also be seen in the treatment of Israelis historically and are especially prevalent 

currently as ill-treatment has become all too common.  

In Ethnic Cleansing of Palestinians, or, democratic Israel at work, Gideon Levy 

explains the efforts of the Israeli government to systematically degrade the quality of life for 

the Palestinians until they would flee. Levy reported that making “the lives of Palestinians in 

the territories miserable to get them to leave” has been a success, with over 250,000 

Palestinians leaving between 2000-2007 alone (2011, p. 1). While Israelis suffered horrific 

persecution, we can now see a similar note of hostility and dissociation in the Israeli treatment 

of Palestinians throughout the ongoing occupation. At checkpoints, for example, Palestinians 

are policed and harassed when making efforts to cross the border for work, to visit family, and 

even when seeking emergency medical treatment. Palestinians are perpetually ridiculed and 

reduced to sub-human by the Israeli military while they arbitrarily dictate the outcome of 

Palestinians’ lives (Syedshoeb, 2010). 

Whereas the aforementioned example is specifically related to the Israeli military, it 

must not be discounted when looking at the greater Israeli population, who often share similar 

sentiments with the Israeli military. I witnessed a less intense, although similar perspective of 

Palestinians by an Israeli taxi driver in Tel Aviv. When a few members of my study abroad 

group tried to fit five of us in the available four seats of the taxi, the woman exclaimed, “What 

do you think you are doing?! There are only four seats so one of you has to stay behind!” After 

we split up our group and continued to our destination, the driver continued to convey her 

incredulousness at our attempt for several minutes. Finally, she asked us why we thought it 

was permissible to have included an extra person in the taxi. “We thought it would be fine since 
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we also did that in the West Bank.” She rolled her eyes and while waving her hand for emphasis 

stated, “Well, those were Arabs! Of course they’ll do that!” Although this case is indeed less 

extreme, it does highlight the use of polarizing labels that may be attached to the “other,” thus 

demeaning the value of their humanity. The framing of the “other” should also be noted as an 

assumption of behaviour, as though there is no question of “less than human” behaviour 

becoming an expectation of the “other,” and thereby perpetuating a self-fulfilling prophecy, 

locking oneself in an echo chamber within the victim/oppressor paradigm.  

It is understandable how assumptions of toward the “other” which ultimately lead to 

polarisation come into fruition, particularly when considering the influence of media, 

government, and echo chambers within families and communities. To counteract polarisation 

and the corresponding negative consequences, work is needed at a social level, as well as within 

individual encounters to enable trust to be re-established in the “other” through re-

humanization. Empathy is seen as central to re-humanization, though as the world becomes 

more globalized, it increases the uncertainty in peoples’ lives; this prompts a compensatory 

desire for stability in the sense of self, sometimes resulting in acceptance of authoritarianism, 

violence or religious fundamentalism (Halpern & Weinstein, 2004; Hermans & Dimaggio, 

2007). As individuals feel their sense of identity being threatened in wake of occupation, it is 

natural for them to become unhappy, uneasy, and even violent as they struggle to retain their 

sense of self and identity. 

There has been an overwhelming imbalance between the acts of violence against the 

“other” and a corresponding need for rectification and reconciliation. As the occupation 

continues within Palestine and Palestinian human rights are consistently infringed, 

dehumanization continues as the Palestinians are herded like cattle between settlements and 

homes are demolished, resulting in bloodshed, lives lost and an ever-greater sense of frustration 

and desire for revenge. Palestinians then, as a means of revenge, may act out violently during 
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demonstrations, and radicals may further that violence in the form of missiles fired into Israeli 

held territory and other retaliation. The death toll continues to grow on both sides, resulting in 

an ever-greater desire for revenge and further vindication as victims. Victimization narratives 

arise through a culmination of lived experience, whether presently among contemporary 

generations or historically through intergenerational narratives. Those experiences, however, 

risk becoming “mythologized or distorted, particularly when appropriated in support of an 

ideological agenda” (Wilmer, 2017, p. 61). Young men in Palestine who fall at the hands of 

Israeli soldiers for throwing stones then become a mythologized symbol of the occupation; 

their faces are then printed on posters that are carried into the conflict like a flag of war, further 

vindicating why the Palestinians must never give up at the hands of Israel.  

During my time in the West Bank, I recall seeing several such posters depicting young 

boys’ faces who were killed by Israelis, along with statements calling all Palestinians to action. 

In one specific instance, these posters hung from streamers that also sported the Palestinian 

flag, while a young boy rode his bike among the crowd with Palestinian flags tied to his 

handlebars and streamers being carried in the wind behind him. The disconnect felt so surreal. 

As the men stood around, cheering the boy on, it seemed a morbid celebration when these boys 

had been alive just a short time ago, and were now serving as the turpentine on an emotional 

and angry flame. As an outsider, it felt disconcerting and phantasmagorical in nature, while for 

the Palestinians, it gave them reason to keep fighting and never give in. 

2.1.2 Checkerboard jurisdiction, checkpoints, walls and water 

 Palestinians experience daily struggle as their quality of life is detrimentally impacted 

and their freedom is restricted, though there are three things that continue to cause particular 

strife: the walls that divide Palestine from Israel, and in some cases, enclose entire Palestinian 

towns, the distribution of water sourced to Palestine, and the use of checkpoints to restrict free 

movement across the wall (Wilmer, 2017). Many Palestinians have family located in various 
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jurisdictions, and whereas a journey to reach their friends and families once only took twenty 

to thirty minutes, now may take anywhere between six to ten hours, if they are allowed through 

the checkpoint at all. What was once mostly a direct journey, now requires them to travel 

around the wall to even access the nearest checkpoint. What was once a free-flowing area with 

ease of travel is now controlled and limited by the state of Israel. In addition to the presence of 

Israeli military, the Israeli government destroys housing of Palestinians in retaliation for 

terrorist attacks (Wilmer, 2017). 

Between 1967 and 2005, hundreds of Palestinian homes in the occupied territories were 

demolished in efforts to control and maintain the Palestinian population and as an act of 

punishment. In 2005, the Israeli Defence Minister issued an investigation of the affectedness 

of home demolition as a punitive measure and finally ordered demolishes to cease as the 

affectedness had not been proven. Indeed, the Israeli state finally found that the policy of home 

demolitions may even have had the opposite effect. Following 2005, however, home 

demolitions have still occurred; if a home stood erect on the fluctuating territory line, entire 

families would have been forced to give up their home and relocate, often to settlements with 

meagre living conditions (B’Tselem, 2016). Luckily, the Israeli state hasn’t always been 

successful in forcing demolitions. Some families who were requested to leave their homes to 

make way for the wall, refused any bribes or threats and in the end, got to keep their home, 

which echoed as a small victory for Palestine. In these cases, however, rather than building a 

wall through their homes, walls were instead built around homes, enclosing individual houses 

with less than one meter of space between the erected wall and the exterior of their homes.  

This was something I saw first-hand while I was in Palestine when our group visited a 

family that was directly impacted by the Israeli state. We waited outside a barbed-wire gate 

near a military checkpoint for the homeowner within the confined space to unlock the gate and 

let us in. He hadn’t always had access to the key and was only recently granted that freedom. 
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He showed us to his home where his children grew up, and he proceeded to serve us refreshing 

juice in the summer heat. We sat with him as he sombrely recounted the story of how his family 

had fought for the right to stay in their home, but it came at a price. He took us for a tour of his 

home, showing us the wall immediately outside his home that scarcely provided enough space 

to walk between. It is difficult to even imagine such life, especially from a privileged 

perspective, unless you have the opportunity to witness it first-hand. The Palestinians are a 

proud people with a unique culture and warm hospitality. They are resolute in their conviction 

that they deserve to live unencumbered by the Israeli state and that they should not need fear 

to simply live.  

“This is an occupation,” we were told by a Palestinian war hero. He had been 

imprisoned for about ten years over the course of his life as a result of being present at peaceful 

demonstrations from the age of fifteen when he was first imprisoned for three years. Being in 

prison fuelled his fire to create change and to free his people, which resulted in intentional 

involvement with peaceful demonstrations and then several more years in prison in payment. 

However, during the course of his life he still managed to receive a full education and worked 

his way up through his PhD and was willing to present his experiences to our study abroad 

group. 

“How would you feel if people with guns came into your home and said, ‘Okay, this 

is ours now. You have to stay in the bathroom with your family while we live in your home.’ 

How would you feel? This is an occupation,” he stated with passion and conviction. “The 

Israeli state will never be comfortable and they will never rest because they know they took 

our land unfairly. They know they stole it from us. That is why they fight us so hard every day; 

it’s because they’re insecure. They know they don’t deserve to be here so they will never stop 

pushing us down for fear that we’ll take it back.” The room became sombre as we reflected on 

his words, although we knew we could never relate as privileged white Americans. We could 
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never know of the ongoing effort to gain some autonomy and freedom in a world where 

everything else was dictated and controlled, including the availability of water and resources, 

the ability to organize to clean up the streets, and even the ability to freely pursue an education. 

As this was the first day we arrived in the West Bank, we couldn’t even imagine life inside a 

wall as we hadn’t really experienced the inside of it for ourselves. However, following our 

presenter’s words, he soon gave us that opportunity as we all loaded into the bus and made our 

way to the wall.  

The bus parked within walking distance of the wall and we filed out. It stretched as far 

as the eye could see in either direction and loomed sobering and menacing; the only thing that 

softened its presence was the presentation of art decorating the length of it. The erected cement 

was accompanied by paintings of a phoenix rising out of the ashes, a realistic depiction of a 

door opening to the other side of the wall, hands and ankles with shackles being broken and 

several inscriptions of, “Free Palestine.” A few of us stood gazing at the wall in contemplation 

of those who decorated it and the stories they had to share, while a few others noticed randomly 

placed head stones and accompanying pictures of young boys, scattered among the brush and 

weeds.  

“Weekly demonstrations are held here,” the man told us. “Most of the time they are 

peaceful, but sometimes boys that are throwing stones are ended by a soldier with a rifle.” We 

continued walking along the wall and I was reminded of just how disconnected we all were 

from the reality of the situation, as some of our group members took selfies with the wall as 

their background or asked other members of the group to take their picture as they smiled. I 

found myself wondering how anyone could smile as headstones lay just meters away when I 

noticed a couple of girls in school uniforms gazing down on us from a small hill immediately 

on the other side of the wall. They were close enough for us to notice their facial expressions, 

though I didn’t understand the hatred and ill-contempt I saw on their faces. Feeling uneasy, I 
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continued to glance up over the wall, continuing with the group as we were guided along by 

our presenter, and now tour guide. As I watched, one girl disappeared, but soon returned, 

accompanied by two Israeli soldiers peering down at us with their military issued rifles held 

gingerly in front of them. After a few moments, the girls were no longer in sight, but the soldiers 

on the hill remained as they carefully watched us. Soon, the two soldiers multiplied to four. 

They continued to closely watch us, sizing us up and assessing whether or not we were of any 

particular threat.  

Our tour guide also noticed the soldiers. “There’s a military checkpoint up ahead,” he 

stated with a note of amusement in his voice. “They must have been tipped off that we are here. 

There will be dozens of people here within a few hours showing up for the weekly 

demonstration. They usually only use the checkpoint for their military trucks to control the 

crowds of protesters.” I could feel the hair on the back of my neck raise as I continued to follow 

the group along the length of the wall, all the while feeling the soldiers’ eyes on us as we 

continued. 

As we neared the gate of the military checkpoint, our guide stopped in front of it to 

continue regaling us of previous demonstrations and lives lost. With a sense of urgency now, I 

parted from the group while one other group member and I walked back toward the bus. He 

and I entered the bus and tentatively waited for the others to return, gazing out the window. As 

we waited, we could hear a military truck power up from the other side of the gate. Just as the 

others returned and we were finally ready to leave, I could hear the grating of metal against 

metal as the gate lifted. My heart was racing the entire time, and as we left, I finally let out a 

relieved sigh. Although I might not have been in any immediate danger, I couldn’t even begin 

to imagine living under such stress again as I knew countless other Palestinians did on a daily 

basis.  
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If the presence of the Israeli regime on the Palestinians’ doorsteps weren’t reminder 

enough, there was of course other evidence of the occupation. We took the long way back to 

our accommodation, stopping first at an area of abandoned and dilapidated apartment 

buildings. We knew there was an impoverished population in Palestine, which made it all the 

more nauseating to see such a waste of a possible solution for the housing crisis. Along the 

streets of the buildings, construction remains, fragmented furniture and other heaps of rubbish 

were in piles and strewn about the ground. The area was deserted except for us, but we would 

see similar conditions elsewhere among the West Bank, even among areas of residential living 

spaces. Abandoned and dilapidated apartment buildings are scattered throughout Palestine, 

despite an ever-growing impoverished population in Palestine, which could have been used to 

aid in the population and housing crisis.  

In addition to the dilapidated spaces, we also grew accustomed to seeing large cisterns 

sit atop of every building. We came to learn that the Israelis had a monopoly on the water 

supply and only allowed a discretionary amount into the West Bank to be made available to 

the Palestinians, who don’t always know when their water supply will be shut off without 

notice. At one point, we learned that the water supply had been shut off for up to a month at a 

time, requiring Palestinians to rely solely on their stored water reserves. According to the 

World Health Organization, 100 litres of water is recommended for a healthy lifestyle. Israel 

and the settlements average 242 litres per day per person, while the West Bank averages to 73 

litres per day within some areas. However, in refugee camps, that may range as low as 36-44 

litres per day (Wilmer, 2017). Having access to clean water is among the most basic of human 

rights, yet nearly 400,000 Palestinians are subjected to very limited water access or may live 

in areas with no running water altogether. Some may buy their water from private companies 

or tap into natural springs, though the cisterns are a common method for preparing for any 

unforeseen and relatively frequent water shortages (Vexler, 2016). 
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We could see the evidence of the occupation in the dilapidated city with cisterns atop 

every building, along the inside of the wall and carried with the presence of every Israeli 

soldier. Every day that we were in Palestine we could feel the weight grow increasingly heavier, 

but we had nothing to compare our experience to, as most of us had never been to Israel before. 

Even the air felt heavy and all I could see in the eyes of the Palestinians was frustration, 

weakening into desperation.  

2.1.3 Looking on from both sides of the wall 

We had the opportunity to speak with several people during our time in Palestine, 

including war heroes, educated scholars and parents who did nothing more than stand against 

the Israeli state amidst threats of the demolition of their homes. We listened to their poignant 

stories and found that many of them shared similar sentiments: 

“This is an occupation.” 

“It’s like we’re prisoners in our own home.” 

“We are being held like animals in a cage.” 

“They know what they did.” 

I didn’t understand just how real these sentiments were until we exited through the 

checkpoint at the wall after a quick investigation of our bus by a guard, and could suddenly see 

the stark difference of what lied on the other side of the wall. The road immediately opened to 

a smooth and renovated highway. The buildings were in perfect order, both the commercial 

businesses and homes. The streets were clean and well-maintained. I could hardly believe I 

was in the same country as where I had entered Palestine. I felt nauseous as I viewed the scene. 

I may have listened to the plights of the Palestinians lightly, though I didn’t understand the 

magnitude of how unjust and dire their situation was until seeing all that they were missing out 

on with only a wall to separate them. I found myself wondering, what is the value of a life? 

Why are some people less deserving than others of their basic human needs? How can you 
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militarily occupy a place that is already part of your country? These questions must be explored 

equally from both sides of the wall. 

A poll conducted in 2013 found that 53% of Jewish Israeli respondents opposed ending 

the occupation while 39% supported ending it (Gluntz, 2013). However, we can see these 

perspectives are slowly shifting over time. A more recent study conducted by the Pew Research 

Centre surveyed more than 5,000 Israeli Jews on religion and politics in Israel. Almost half of 

the respondents said that “Arabs should be transferred or expelled from Israel,” but almost 

equally, 46% disagreed with those sentiments (Lipka 2016). It seems that at the time of the 

poll, almost half of Israelis didn’t agree with the occupation of Palestine. By a small majority, 

52% of the same respondents expressed the importance of having a Jewish majority Israeli state 

than to have sovereignty over the historical lands of Israel (referring to the West Bank), with 

only 22% of respondents submitting that sovereignty over “greater Israel” was more important. 

So how then do Jewish Israelis view the occupation? In a more recent study conducted in May 

of 2016, Israelis were asked, “To what extent do you fear that you or one of the people 

important to you will be harmed in the current wave of terror attacks?” Sixty-four percent said 

that they were “greatly or moderately” afraid, which was down by 5% from the previous month 

from those who felt that sovereignty over Israel as a whole was more important (Times of Israel 

Staff, 2016). Terror attacks are also a fear among many Israelis; their experiences and fears 

may create even more of an inability to empathize with Palestinians, as many Israelis feel as 

though they are victims with every rogue missile launched into Israel by Palestinian radicles.  

I found these fears and insecurities to be confirmed in an unofficial interview I 

conducted with an anonymous Israeli. When asked if he personally experienced or felt fear and 

insecurity within the conflict, he explained the more immediate fears shared by his family 

during the Gaza War. He explained how hard it was to wake his kids up in the middle of the 

night to take them to the safe-room, and the sense of fear that came along with protecting his 



 

21 
 

family in the middle of the night due to unpredictable missile attacks. Although he works with 

a few Palestinians professionally, he explained how these experiences still provoked a sense of 

fear when he saw Palestinians in Jerusalem. He expressed fear that Palestinians he might 

encounter on public transportation could be terrorists, no matter how small of probability, and 

even if he tried to reserve judgement, those fears were always at the back of his mind. With 

this example, we can see how, despite an individual’s best efforts to empathize with the Other, 

they may still face some cognitive dissonance based on realistic fears, personal experiences or 

the experiences from their ingroup toward the outgroup.  

It would be unproductive to claim that one group or party has illegitimate claim to their 

pain and whose narrative is less valid, as both Palestinians and Israelis seem caught up in an 

endless cycle of retribution while sinking lower into despair. Palestinians are desperately 

frustrated and longing for their right to exist to be validated, though they aren’t the only ones 

who are ready for change. Israelis are also frustrated at the endless destructive cycle supported 

by their government, but feel helpless to effectively create change, thus rendering the ideal of 

peace unrealistic. During my time in Palestine and Israel, I consistently heard repeated 

statements on both sides of the wall:  

“We can’t go on this way.” 

“I cannot see how things will change.” 

“We are tired of fighting.” 

I was not alone in my observations. In December of 2015, the New York Times 

Jerusalem Bureau Chief, Jodi Rudoren, published a popular and widely cited video describing 

“how the despairing sentiment has deepened over the years” and that “there is a deep 

hopelessness in the Palestinian society about their own future and in the Israeli society about 

the possibility of an agreement” (Brekke, 2015). Last year, it was also reported by the Israeli 

security service, Shin Bet, that “Hopelessness [was] fuelling recent Palestinian attacks” and 
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that “for some terrorists, attacks allow an escape from a bleak reality which they perceive as 

unchangeable” (Winer, 2015). If hopelessness is indeed fuelling the ongoing attacks from both 

sides, then how can we again instil hope in the Palestinians and Israelis, and in so doing, begin 

to reverse the destructive cycle? Alternatively, “what will happen if the occupation continues?” 

The answer: “continued violent Palestinian resistance in the form of attacks on soldiers and 

settler and more arbitrary violence directed at Israeli civilians in and outside Palestine” (Winer, 

2015, p. 62). I noted this cycle acknowledged by a Palestinian shop owner in the Palestinian 

quarter of Old Town Jerusalem, who suggested Israelis would always be defensive, because 

they knew they took something that didn’t belong to them and they will die defending it before 

admitting to wrong doing. If this perspective is also shared by other Palestinians, then it is 

understandable why arbitrary acts of violence would continue, despite Israel’s best containment 

strategies. This view is also acknowledged by the Israeli security agency, Shin Bet. The 

victim/oppressor paradigm is consistently perpetuated today and as recently as May 11, 2021, 

when at least seven of more than 150 rockets launched by Hamas targeted Jerusalem. Such an 

advance on Jerusalem has not been noted since 2014 (Schwartz & Lieber, 2021). 

2.2 Empathy and Intercultural Empathy in the Palestinian Israeli Conflict 

There has been scant research regarding empathy or similar emotions and experiences 

surrounding the Palestinian Israeli conflict to date. Indeed, only two articles have been found, 

one qualitative (Wilmer, 2017) and one quantitative (Nadler & Liviatan, 2006). Both articles 

focus specifically on the term “empathy” within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. The 

autoethnographic investigation titled: Victimization, empathy, and breaking cycles of violence 

in Israel and Palestine, focuses on the personal experiences of the researcher in Palestine and 

Israel as they reviewed various NGO’s, and otherwise, surmised their personal experiences, 

observations and interviews with both Palestinians and Israelis. This article offers preliminary 

observations, though a complete research article is yet to be released. This initial article 
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explores an in-depth first-hand account of several participants, both Palestinian and Israeli, in 

an effort to humanise and indicate pain from an individual perspective on both sides of the 

conflict. This investigation may be the first qualitative research effort that looks at intercultural 

empathy generally, and specifically within the Palestinian Israeli context. Wilmer (2017) 

concluded by posing the following questions that might guide their future research:  

How [can we] put what we know into action, [provide] support for encounters that 

enable ordinary people to engage empathetically with one another, and how [can we] 

translate that experience into the demand for leaders on both sides who have the 

political will to act on that engagement in a constructive way. (p 75) 

By examining the above stated qualitative study, it is emphasised how little research there is 

on empathy within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. By so noting, we may more deliberately 

engage in shaping future research questions with the effort of better understanding intercultural 

empathy within the conflict.  

The quantitative article titled: Intergroup reconciliation: effects of adversary’s 

expressions of empathy, responsibility, and recipients’ trust, was the only quantitative article 

that specifically looked at empathy within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. This article examines 

“the effects of expressions of empathy for the intergroup’s conflict-related suffering and 

assumed responsibility for causing it by a representative of the rival outgroup on recipient’s 

willingness for reconciliation” (Nadler & Liviatan, 2006, p. 459). Primary findings indicate 

that an expression of empathy leads to more positive attitudes when trust is high, though tended 

to have the opposite effect when trust was low. This study, however, only consisted of Jewish-

Israeli student participants in the two studies included in the article. This is a particular 

limitation, in that the study negates the point of view of the “other,” which in this case, are the 

Palestinians. The researchers’ survey questions included in this study informed the second and 
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third articles included in this dissertation, which focus on the Israeli individual’s perspective 

of Palestinians as the “other,” intercultural empathy and peace. 

Although the aforementioned articles are of course meaningful as two of the research 

efforts toward understanding intercultural empathy within the Palestinian Israeli conflict, there 

is more work to be done while establishing future foundations for peace processes. It is 

particularly meaningful to incorporate a thematic analysis of collected survey and interview 

data in relationship to Brené Brown’s existing framework on empathy and shame for the 

purpose of identifying similarities and differences. According to Lim and Desteno (2016), 

“Severity of adversity does not directly influence dispositional compassion when controlling 

for empathy” (p. 178). Having some adversity, no matter how great or how it compares to 

others’ adversity, might be the first link to an increased empathic response interculturally. Our 

experiences, even when founded in pain, could ultimately remind us of our similarities.  

Research and discourse surrounding empathy and other familiar words is insufficient, 

while ambiguity continues to surround such concepts. The meaning and implications of 

empathy are often confused with or used interchangeably with various familiar words, such as 

sympathy, compassion, and tenderness (Cuff et al., 2014). The lack of clarity around an 

understanding of empathy negatively impacts any surrounding research on intercultural 

empathy and may have even falsely negated the need for such research altogether as a result 

(Cuff et al., 2014). This is perhaps due to the difficulty of examining a concept that remains 

largely ambiguous, which thereby inhibits researchers from examining the nuances of 

intercultural empathy as a concept, and therefore related implications utilised in furthered 

development of potential peace processes. Indeed, few studies examine the discourse of 

empathy actively outside of professional contexts and among intercultural scholars, and any 

analysis of the discourse is not usually sophisticated in terms of the research tools and methods 

used (Cameron, 2011). Researchers have often confused terms such as “empathy” and 
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“sympathy” in monocultural contexts, and intercultural empathy, intercultural awareness, 

intercultural competence etc. in multicultural contexts without providing a clear distinction 

between them (Cameron, 2011; Chen, 1997). In this dissertation, I borrow Brown’s (2019) 

definition of empathy: Empathy is not connecting to an experience. Empathy is connecting to 

the emotions that underpin an experience (Brown, 2019). Sympathy provides a cognitive 

understanding of an experience, although it does not feature the connecting to emotions. 

Empathy is feeling with people, while sympathy is feeling for them. Empathy fuels connection 

while sympathy drives disconnection (Brown, 2019). Emotional resonance and a sense of 

commonality can lead to sympathy, yet we must also emphasize that the act of conveying 

cultural empathy is not sympathy with, agreement with or identification with a specific culture 

(Ivey et al., 1997). Cultural empathy, or intercultural empathy, is composed of an appropriate 

understanding of a culture’s values and beliefs and has been described as seeing the world 

through another’s eyes. Intercultural empathy can be characterized as the appropriate 

understanding of a culture’s values and beliefs, yet there is still a need for a more discourse-

analytic approach to further clarify the multi-layered nature of empathy (Cameron, 2011; 

Halpern & Weinstein, 2004). 

 Empathy has been long recognized as a central element to intercultural sensitivity 

(Alder & Towne, 1987). Although it is only recently gaining some attention, it is primarily 

examined within the limited sphere of the medical field. For example, empathy has been a 

focus within the practitioner/patient relationship as efforts to achieve a more empathetic 

bedside manner among Western medical professionals. Experimental neuroscientific and 

psychological studies have also been conducted that often focus on the neurological function 

while empathetic thoughts are being felt by the participant for both loved and hated peers, as 

demonstrated by Giulia Bucchioni in their research article, “Do we feel the same empathy for 

loved and hated peers?” (Baron-Cohen, 2011; Bucchioni et al., 2015). The results of this 
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research article attest we do not experience the same depth of empathy for loved and hated 

peers, though when we at least recognize another’s humanity despite our opinion toward them, 

we still experience a pain that is similar to the pain felt within a personal experience. While we 

are gaining more understanding about empathy in present discourse as introduced by healthcare 

practitioners and researchers, our understanding of empathy continues to be severely limited in 

expansiveness of context, especially within intercultural contexts.  

In the last 20 years, advances in neuroscience have provided some clarity regarding the 

nature and mental basis of empathy, however, it is usually in congruence with mono-cultural 

studies of autism, as led by prominent and accomplished clinical psychologist, Simon Baron-

Cohen, one of only two empathy researchers in the world. Baron-Cohen (2018) defines 

empathy as “the ability to recognize another’s thoughts and feelings, and to respond to these 

with an appropriate emotion” (Greenberg, et. al, 2018, p. 2). This definition is problematic in 

the ambiguity of key words, such as “appropriate.” While most of his 270 published research 

pieces focus on autism studies and the capacity for empathy among the autistic, they are 

exclusively held within a European/Western context, excluding one research article that 

compared the Italian version of the Empathy Quotient, which is often used as an autism 

predictor in children (Preti, et al., 2011). While the “Empathy Quotient” is unique in its effort, 

it is unfortunately severely lacking as a quantitative scale that does not translate across varying 

cultural planes and lacks in validity and reliability. Furthermore, Baron-Cohen (2018) 

exclusively conducts his research utilizing quantitative methods, which is already limited in its 

nature, as one cannot quantify empathy, nor other human emotions.  

In October 2017, Simon Baron-Cohen presented a prepared speech at the UN Vienna 

to discuss an alternative empathy-based approach in the Palestinian Israeli conflict. Baron-

Cohen is largely funded by Israel and may have had Israel’s best interests in mind when citing 

the conflict in his presentation. He expressed the importance of empathy, stating: 
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Empathy is a key necessary step for truth and reconciliation, which will ultimately be 

needed for peace, and to enable trust to be rebuilt, so that other difficult steps can follow 

in peace talks; most importantly, the discussion about mutual security for both Israel 

and Palestine. If we recognize that finding peace will require empathy, we should do 

all we can to accelerate this process.  

He made efforts to point out and validate the pain experienced on both sides of the wall, 

however, at the end of his presentation he ultimately positioned himself on Israel’s side, stating: 

Some Palestinians are starting to acknowledge that as long ago as 1936, the national 

Arab leadership was inciting violence against the Jews in Palestine, and that most Israeli 

families have lost a relative in the conflict. Eventually the Palestinians will need to face 

up to this fact as yet another cause of this long and painful conflict.  

After dictating the importance for the Palestinians to “face up” to their part in the conflict, 

Baron-Cohen failed to cite the Israeli hand and responsibility within the conflict, thus denying 

Israel an opportunity to take up an accountable position to aid in future problem solving and 

peacebuilding processes. He may have made an effort to contribute his perceived expertise on 

empathy in relation to the Palestinian Israeli conflict despite his lack of experience with 

intercultural empathetic contexts, though it is clear that even those with the best intentions may 

still be swayed by bias, lacking an equally accountable view.  

In addition to the research completed within the medical field and through the efforts 

of Simon Baron-Cohen, we have also gained a deeper understanding of empathy as pioneered 

by empathy and shame researcher, Brené Brown in the United States (Brown, 2018). She 

characterizes empathy as being on the opposite side of the spectrum from shame. Shame results 

in fear, blame (of self or others), and disconnection. Empathy is cultivated by courage, 

compassion and connection, and is the most powerful antidote to shame. Brown references 

Theresa Wiseman’s four defining attributes of empathy: To be able to see the world as others 
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see it, to be non-judgmental, to understand another person’s feelings, and to communicate your 

understanding of that person’s feelings. Brown defines empathy as a skill, and so she stresses 

actively practicing giving and receiving empathy.  

Previous studies have suggested that the element of “cultural shame” may exist, though 

it is not widely understood, just as the concept of “intercultural empathy” continues to evade 

us. Once we understand how and why the perception of the “other” is formed, we may be more 

equipped to identify empathetic processes and begin to understand “cultural shame” as a whole. 

Individually, shame is very familiar and widely experienced; everyone has experienced it to 

some extent and have felt the paralyzing effects of sinking into shame. According to Brown 

(2013), empathy is the antidote to shame (Okura, 2013). Therefore, if “cultural shame” exists, 

then “intercultural empathy” must as well, at least to some degree. Brown (2018) also suggests 

it is not essential to have experienced the exact experience of another to make empathizing 

possible, but rather, simply recalling a similar experience with a related emotional response is 

enough (Brown, 2018). Brown communicates this phenomenon very clearly. “If you put shame 

in a petri dish, it needs three ingredients to grow exponentially: secrecy, silence, and 

judgement. If you put the same munt of shame in the petri dish and douse it with empathy, it 

cannot survive” (Brown, 2010).  

As ground-breaking and significant as Brown’s research is in a mono-cultural context, 

a profound gap is identified in that it is yet to be explored within intercultural contexts while 

examining the accompanying nuances. Intercultural awareness, or intercultural empathy, can 

be regarded as the foundation of communication and often requires an awareness of one’s own 

culture before the awareness of another culture is made possible. It requires the ability to stand 

back from one’s own cognitive cultural framework and become aware of not only one’s own 

cultural values, but also the values and perspectives of other cultures. Furthermore, that 

recognition allows for differences between cultures, languages and values. Differences may 
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then be explored as unthreatening inquisitiveness that ultimately build collaboratively, though 

misinterpretations may occur primarily when we are not conscious of our own behavioural and 

cultural rules and then project them onto others. Indeed, the mere cognitive recognition of 

cultural awareness is far from sufficient (Zhu, 2011) as we must further develop the 

conceptualization of our own identity and how we fit in the world. After achieving some level 

of self-actualization, we may realistically and responsibly examine our relationship with 

cultures outside our own. Assigning blame without active perspective taking may also instigate 

more conflict and further distance opposing parties from each other, resulting in perpetuated 

false perceptions of the “other” and instigating furthered anger and aggression toward the 

“other,” especially between dominant ingroups and minority outgroups, as suggested by 

integrated threat theory (ITT). 

2.3 Integrated Threat Theory 

The Israelis are the dominant ingroup within the Palestinian Israeli conflict, yielding little 

power to Palestinians to enact change (Kershner, 2021; Wilmer, 2017). Thus, understanding 

the conflict from the Israeli perspective is essential. According to integrated threat theory (ITT), 

feeling threatened by the outgroup, either realistically or symbolically, is a form of prejudice 

(Kinder & Sears, 1981; McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988). However, “in most cases such fears 

are overblown, and it may be possible to undermine them with accurate information about the 

other group” (Stephan & Stephan, 2000, p. 40). Increased empathy mitigates imbalances and 

bridges the gap in our understanding of the “other,” thereby softening the lack of understanding 

between dominant and marginalized groups. As we endeavour to deepen our understanding of 

intercultural empathy and refined peace processes, gaining a deeper understanding of the Israeli 

perspective of the “other” through the lens of ITT must first be addressed.  

Stephan and Stephan (1993, 1996), who initially theorized ITT, asserted that when 

individuals believe their values, norms, and social groups are threatened, prejudicial reactions 
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are more likely to occur in defence (Allport, 1954; Duckitt, 1992). Prejudice, or a set of 

negative attitudes or beliefs related to the expression of negative emotions or hostility toward 

the outgroup, is more likely to be intensified in these cases, such as when Israelis feel threatened 

by Palestinians, thus reacting with prejudice and hostility. There are several factors that can 

explain prejudice, including personality actors, membership in social groups, adherence to 

values or beliefs, and cultural differences between in and outgroups (McConahay & Hough, 

1976; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995; Sears, 1988; Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996).  

 While threat may be real or perceived, it is important to point out that the perception of 

threat is real, and the perception of threat alone is enough to produce prejudice. According to 

Stephan and Stephan (1993, 1996), threats that lead to prejudice can fall under four categories: 

realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotyping, and intergroup anxiety. However, 

more and more ITT researchers have simplified Stephan and Stephan’s (1993, 1996) ITT 

categories to include only realistic and symbolic threats (Stephan & Renfro, 2002; Stephan et 

al., 1998; Nshom & Croucher, 1917, 2018). For that reason, this research focuses exclusively 

on realistic and symbolic threats. Based on what we know about ITT, there are limited 

economic, physical, and political resources, leading to competition over such resources (Sherif, 

1966). When individuals perceive a competition for scarce resources, this competition leads to 

prejudicial and discriminatory behaviour. For example, it is common to hear political rhetoric 

blame minority and/or immigrant groups for economic problems. Such rhetoric leads to an 

increased distrust of minority groups (Croucher, 2008; Laurence & Vaisse, 2006). 

 Realistic threats are primarily economic, physical, and political (Stephan & Stephan, 

1993), and related to the conditions instigated by the outgroup toward the ingroup’s existence 

(Stephan & Stephan, 1996). Realistic threats include emphasized threats to welfare, political 

and economic power, and the physical well-being of the ingroup and its members. In addition, 

Stephan and Stephan (2000) stated realistic threats lead to prejudice regardless of the viability 
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of the perceived threat. Symbolic threats are based on perceived differences in values, beliefs, 

and norms between groups (Stephan & Stephan, 1993). Outgroups, or minority groups, often 

have different worldviews from the dominant groups, which may be considered to counter the 

norm. Furthermore, symbolic threat can be described as concerns to the ingroup’s “way of life,” 

which varies from “morals, values, standards, beliefs, and attitudes of the outgroup (Stephan 

& Stephan, 1996). We can see these threats occur when members of the ingroup feel that their 

“way of life” are threatened by the outgroup. In addition, perceived symbolic threats predict 

prejudice and perceptions of cultural difference, indirectly affecting attitudes toward the 

outgroup (Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002). Studies show symbolic threats in minority 

groups are related to negative attitudes toward these groups (Croucher, 2008; Croucher & 

Cronn-Mills, 2011; González et al., 1998; Laurence & Vaisse, 2006; Sinderman & 

Hagendoorn, 2007).  

Israelis are the dominant ingroup in Palestine, and as such, are the primary actors 

toward an ideal of peace. Stephan and Stephan (2000) argued that when people feel threatened 

while having intergroup interactions, they may experience intergroup anxiety for fear of 

potentially negative outcomes. Alternatively, negative outcomes may indeed be the result of 

fear, embarrassment, rejection or ridicule (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). To better understand this 

dichotomy, we must first break down Israelis perspectives of Palestinians thematically by 

noting their perceived similarities and differences, surveying their level of openness or fear 

toward the “other,” and examine to what degree Israelis feel personally threatened by 

Palestinians in the conflict. Furthermore, the Israeli participants express what they view are the 

principle difficulties faced by Palestinians, as well as whether or not they have friends on the 

other side. Familiarity with, or exposure to the “other” may dramatically influence the level to 

which individuals feel comfortable with or threatened by the “other,” though they rarely get 

the opportunity (Manney, 2008). An increase of positive exposure to the “other” could 
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dramatically influence the perception toward the “other,” and decrease cognitive dissonance. 

When people empathize with the outgroup, their empathetic reactions can take three forms: 

cognitive empathy, reactive empathy, and parallel empathy (Stephan & Finlay, 1999). 

Cognitive empathy is beneficial when attempting to understand the perspectives and 

experiences of the “other,” in addition to an understanding of cultural norms, practices, values 

and standards. Cognitive empathy may also be key in processing attributional patterns (Stephan 

& Finlay, 1999).  

The use of ITT for the purpose of analysing perceived threat from the dominant ingroup 

toward the minority outgroup has already been utilised by several recent articles and with 

consistent reliability and quality of findings. Similarly positioned groups with a parallel power 

structure has explored ITT among Finns and Muslim immigrants in Finland (Croucher & 

Sommier, 2013), Muslim immigrants in Western Europe (Croucher, 2013), prejudice toward 

American Muslims (Croucher et. al, 2016), threats and attitudes toward Russian-speaking 

immigrants (Nshom & Croucher, 2014), threat of Muslim immigration in Spain (Croucher et. 

al, 2014), with a more recent analysis of Covid-19 related prejudice in the United States, Spain, 

Italy, and New Zealand (Croucher et. al, 2021). 

The above noted articles noted interesting findings and themes that also corresponded 

with the research included in this dissertation, including that of a religiosity having no 

significant effect on the relationship between threat and intergroup contact (Croucher & 

Sommier, 2013). This was noted as a particular theme in Article II and Article III of this 

dissertation, which found that Israelis regarded the conflict as driven by and supported by the 

government and largely out of their control; they did not indicate that they viewed the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict as a religious conflict. Another common theme was that of the 

dominant perspective of the “other” and their desire to assimilate (Croucher, 2013). It was 

interesting to note a similarity between Croucher’s (2016) assertion that increased contact was 
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negatively correlated with perceptions of real and symbolic threat. This theme was found 

repeated in Article III of this dissertation, which noted that, due to a lack of contact between 

Palestinians and Israelis, feelings of both real and symbolic threat increased. This is particularly 

important to note within the Palestinian Israeli conflict, because as long as there is a wall 

separating Palestinians from Israelis, thus enforcing an even greater wall within Israelis’ minds 

and further reinforcing cognitive dissonance, intercultural empathy and peace will not be a 

foreseeable outcome.  

2.4 Toward Intercultural Empathy and Peace 

Empathy is enhanced through a culmination of experiences that leads individuals to broaden 

their perspectives of the “other” and engage empathetically with the narrative of the “other.” 

Proximity in a non-threatening environment is key for obtaining this ideal, otherwise, fears of 

the“other” are enhanced by impersonal and dissociative influences instigated through the 

media and other channels. The physical relationship between Palestinians and Israelis has been 

overwhelmingly violent while neutral space has been erased, so it is not hard to understand 

why peaceful contact is incomprehensible. Due to the separation barriers, checkpoints, 

settlements and only four binational schools in the entire country, interpersonal encounters are 

less likely and often impossible for most Palestinians and Israelis (Wilmer, 2017).  

Despite the nearly impossible odds, there are some NGOs led by both parties who are 

making substantial efforts to bridge the gap of cognitive dissonance between Palestinians and 

Israelis. For example, the Parents Circle Families Forum is a group of 600 families from both 

sides of the wall who have lost loved ones throughout the violent conflict. Doubi Schwartz, 

former General Manager of this organization, explained that members of the organization visit 

high schools in teams of one Palestinian and one Israeli family member to share their stories 

of loss and their plea for peace and nonviolence. “Some of the schools in Israel will not let us 
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bring a Palestinian in, and for many who do, it is the first time they have encountered someone 

from the other side” (Wilmer, 2017, p. 75). 

Misunderstanding has thwarted the Palestinians and Israelis, even amidst efforts to 

compromise and create sustainable peace between both parties. According to Stohlman and 

Aladin (2003), the Palestinians ultimately felt cheated by the Israelis’ definition of “peace” 

after previous failed peace negotiations. They postulated that the Palestinians’ understanding 

of “peace” meant that there wouldn’t be an Israeli military presence in Palestine, and they 

would be free to live independently and autonomously outside of the Israeli control. However, 

the Israelis’ understanding of peace simply meant that they would not actively instigate conflict 

with the Palestinians, although they may have intended their active military to remain present. 

At the time of the most recent peace agreement, the Palestinians understood “peace” as a 

promise that they would be free to live their lives unencumbered by the Israeli state, though 

the Israelis understood “peace” as simply not actively engaging in conflict with the 

Palestinians, although that did not strictly mean that they would leave Palestine as an 

autonomous entity (DeTurk, 2001).  

Miscommunication continues to instigate further violence and unrest on both sides 

(Roland & Frank, 2011; Stohlman & Aladin, 2003). DeTurk (2001) also investigates this 

misconception even further in her breakdown in Intercultural empathy: myth, competency, or 

possibility for alliance building? where she examines the mythological and historic factors that 

influence the perception of the “other” in relation to the conflict. She confirmed Stohlman and 

Aladin’s (2003) explanation suggesting the Palestinians and Israelis didn’t even have a mutual 

understanding of basic and essential terms, such as “peace,” while further postulating that the 

variance of mythological and historical understanding does indeed influence the state of the 

present conflict, however, she also expresses the potential for empathy to bridge the gap of 

understanding between the two sides of the wall (DeTurk, 2001).  
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For physical walls to be put in place, cognitive and emotional walls must first exist. 

Similarly, if those physical walls are to be taken down, we must relearn how to see the 

similarities and build bridges to recognize our shared humanity. Those who have been crying 

out on grassroots levels have started the conversation that could lead the collective toward 

tolerance and peace, but it is vital that policy makers and public influencers share in the 

conversation if we are to tip the scales in favour of collaboration, coexistence and peace. It is 

time that we demand that leaders on both sides who have political will to act and engage in 

constructive ways and put what we know into action, support possibilities to share in 

encounters that may enable ordinary people to engage empathically with one another. 
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Chapter 3: Methodological Approach 

 

3.1 Framework and methods 

This research project consists of three empirical studies. Qualitative methods were employed 

to explore the perceptions of intercultural empathy, peace, and the “other” among Palestinians 

and Israelis within an interpretive paradigm, thus allowing for investigation utilising grounded 

theory. Decisions on the methodological approach for each paper were based on the nature of 

each study and the respective research questions. Qualitative studies take an interpretive and 

critical approach to the research topic, with grounded theory as the foundation of each 

approach. To enable this ideal, I have adopted an interpretivist paradigm, which “holds that 

reality is constructed through subjective perceptions and interpretations” (Croucher & Conn-

Mills, 2019, p. 30). In the field of human and social science, qualitative approaches are fitting 

as they yield relevant epistemological and ontological assumptions, such as separating common 

themes or opinions communicated through informal investigation that is not grounded in 

scientific theory. Indeed, many opinions shared surrounding what we think we know about the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict has been largely informed by informal investigations, though little 

academic research has been sought out to inform these epistemological assumptions. 

Furthermore, understanding how Palestinians and Israelis view the “other” from an ontological 

approach gives way to understanding their relationship with their own identities and how 

relevant mythology informs identity. The current research project examined existing research 

projects to date utilising both qualitative and quantitative methods that informed administered 

surveys (Nadler & Liviatan, 2006; Wilmer, 2017), though qualitative analysis methods were 

primarily employed. The data collection and analysis were carried out separately. This project 

informs upon the Palestinian Israeli conflict from the unique lens of qualitative investigation 

utilising grounded theory, which seeks to not only expand upon our academic understanding 
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of intercultural empathy, but further, to separate assumptions previously yielded from informal 

investigation not grounded within academic research. 

3.2 Participants and methodological reflection 

Article I 

This study addresses how intercultural empathy is conceptualized, if and how Palestinians and 

Israelis are able to have an empathetic exchange, and how that might be possible. This study 

also seeks to understand the various factors related to intercultural empathy and how one might 

empathize after having the opportunity to learn of a specific individual in the “outgroup.” The 

researchers examine how historical references support or dismiss the present conflict between 

Palestinians and Israelis overall. While examining empathy on a larger scale through the scope 

of the Palestinian Israeli conflict, it will help us understand how greater empathetic responses 

might be made possible and may eventually lead to more substantial peacebuilding processes. 

People are often motivated to increase others’ positive experiences and to alleviate others’ 

suffering (Cikara et al., 2011). This study was conducted in the West Bank and Israel. Although 

Palestinians also populate both the Gaza Strip and Israel, the West Bank was selected as the 

base for this study.  

Data were collected through self-administered online questionnaires in 2017 after 

appropriate ethical approval. Participants did not receive any kind of financial incentive for 

their participation. The researcher utilized both personal contacts from her time in the West 

Bank and Israel, however, those personal contacts were too few in number to provide proper 

saturation of data. Thus, in addition to personal contacts, the researcher also created a database 

of 200 contacts of those involved in higher academia.  

Contacts sourced from Palestine (n = 97) were pulled from academic websites 

representing the largest universities and colleges in the West Bank. Universities included: 

Bethlehem Bible College, Bethlehem University, An-Najah National University, Health, 
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Development, Information and Policy Institute (HDIP), and Arab American University, among 

others. Israeli contacts (n = 202) were also sourced from academic websites representing the 

largest universities and colleges within Israel (excluding the West Bank and the Gaza Strip). 

These institutions included: Technion, Israel Institute of Technology, Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem, and The Open University of Israel. Fewer Israeli institutions were selected in 

contrast to Palestinian institutions due to the scarcity of higher academic institutions within 

Palestine as compared with Israel. After compiling the list of 200 contacts, the researcher sent 

the same email to each contact with an invitation to complete the prepared survey (see 

Appendix D) delivered via SurveyMonkey, a common and reliable survey tool. SurveyMonkey 

was further utilised as the School of Communication, Journalism and Marketing at Massey 

University had an existing subscription to the platform.   

 After distributing the surveys to the 200 contacts within higher academia, 15 contacts 

responded to the survey of both Palestinians (n = 8) and Israelis (n = 7) over a period of two 

months. Palestinians accounted for 53.3% of the sample (n = 8) and Israelis accounted for 

46.7% (n = 7). Participants ranged in age from 29 to 81. Men accounted for 66.7% (n = 10) of 

the sample, and women made up 66.7% (n = 5) of the sample. The sample was concentrated in 

educational level: 6.7% (n = 1) bachelor’s degree, 26.67% (n = 4) master’s degrees, and 66.7% 

(n = 10) PhD’s. All questionnaires were administered in English.  

The researcher began coding the survey responses utilising grounded theory and went 

through a systematic process of grouping similar themes with each other. Some outliers 

emerged, which were categorized as ‘Other’, while other strong consistent themes emerged. 

After locating the various themes and grouping them together, the researcher found Weaver’s 

(1990) four steps to empathy, which outlined primary themes, including Identification, 

Incorporation, Reverberation, Detachment, and Influencers. Based on the thematic analysis of 
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the various emerging codes identified, unique subthemes were created that fell within the 

overarching theme, but allowed for more specificity and closer examination.  

 Within Identification, emerging subthemes included: Identification and experiences of 

self, identification and experiences of the “other,” and identification of perspectives and/or 

experiences of historical counterparts and “others.” Within Incorporation, emerging subthemes 

included: Acknowledging experiences of the “other,” perspective taking, and noticing 

similarities/positive differences. An example of “positive differences” were usually in 

reference to the positive qualities identified in the other, such as appreciation of cuisine and 

culture. Within the theme of Reverberation, emerging subthemes included: Feelings of hope, 

joy, trust, etc., for the “other,” feelings of pain, fear, apprehension, etc., and shared experiences 

with the “other.” The theme Detachment included various subthemes, including: Negative 

experiences of the “other” resulting in fear, hatred, etc., distance from perceived differences, 

and acts of aggression against the “other” or similar counterparts. Finally, a unique theme was 

created independent of Weaver (1990) that the researcher called Influencers. Subthemes 

identified within this theme included: Ignorance as a result of a lack of education/a need for 

education, government/similar external forces being the instigator for conflict, and religious 

context. This final subtheme was usually in reference to the conflict either being caused or 

sustained by religious differences or interpretations of religious text.  

 Following this initial coding protocol, the researcher sought to confirm themes and 

subthemes through saturation, which led her reach out to two personal contacts, one Palestinian 

and one Israeli, to conduct interviews via Skype. Each participant was aware the interviews 

were recorded, that their anonymity and safety was the first priority, and they knew they had 

the freedom to cancel the interview at any time. Interview questions asked primarily included 

survey questions, with additional follow-up questions with the intention of delving deeper into 

the respondents’ experiences (see Appendix D). The Palestinian interview was 36 minutes, 27 
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seconds in duration, while the Israeli interview was 45 minutes, 55 seconds in duration. The 

audio of these interviews was recorded with the respondents’ permission, and then transcribed 

and coded. While coding, the researcher again went through the transcriptions and identified 

similar themes and then organized subthemes. The themes and subthemes, although coded 

without the initial application of Weaver’s (1990) themes, again sustained the original 

identification of said themes. At this point, the researcher felt as though she had reached a point 

of saturation and did not seek a third round of data to code.   

Article II 

This study focuses on how Israelis perceive intercultural empathy in relation to the “other,” in 

addition to their perception of peace within the conflict. The initial case study presented in 

Article I (Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press) presented a strong starting point for establishing 

a foundation in this type of research, specifically an understanding and application of 

intercultural empathy in relation to the Palestinian Israeli conflict. As the starting point, it 

informed upon which questions were provided valuable insight and what questions could be 

revised or omitted to gain more specific insight into the Palestinian and Israeli experience and 

perception of intercultural empathy, peace, and the “other.” In order to establish that valuable 

insight, the initial survey questions (see Appendix D) were revised according to the new 

specific scope, thus forming new survey questions (see Appendix E).  

 Following the formation of the new survey (see Appendix E), Qualtrics, a third-party 

academic survey service, was employed to gather responses from 44 participants, including 22 

Palestinians and 22 Israelis. Surveys predominantly allowed for open-ended responses in 

paragraph form. Interestingly, it was found that most of the Palestinian participants (n = 9) 

plagiarized some or all of their responses. This additionally proved interesting in that up to 

three consecutive participants responses were sourced from the same websites for the same 

answered. This leads one to imagine a situation where Qualtrics initial quality control became 
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limited in their inability to either control how many people were allowed to answer multiple 

surveys, that several participants sat next to each other and pulled their responses from the 

same websites, or simply that Qualtrics was unable to account for potentially plagiarised 

responses. Another interesting note is that most plagiarised responses were often pulled from 

online psychology-centred websites. Although these several points prove interesting, the 

researcher had limited funds and was unable to pay for another round of data. Thus, the 

Palestinian respondents were withdrawn focusing the study primarily on the Israelis. Although 

the Palestinians were eliminated from this study, the Israeli focus still proved very valuable, 

especially as the initial case study (Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press) elicited shorter and less 

reflective responses. The primary focus on the Israeli perspective for this study allowed for a 

closer look at the Israeli perspective.  

 After the surveys were gathered, the researcher went through a similar process of 

coding as with Article I. However, in this case, an existing framework was not identified and 

the themes and subthemes identified throughout the coding process provided a new structure 

and understanding for this study. This still allowed for rich themes to emerge that focused upon 

the participants’ understanding and experience of empathy and intercultural empathy, in 

addition to what influenced a possibility or impossibility for peace. Themes identified when 

participants defined empathy and intercultural empathy included Action, Object, 

Understanding, and Ability. When describing how participants experienced intercultural 

empathy specifically, themes established included Expresses Intercultural Empathy (IE), 

Demonstrated IE, Never Experienced IE, or expresses fear. When participants described their 

perception of any possibility for peace, themes that emerged included: Primary Difficulties 

Impacting Peace; Solutions for Peace; and The Role of Empathy for Peace. Each primary theme 

also informed several subthemes for every theme (identified in Table 3 of Article II). 
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Article III 

In addition to the analysis of empathy, intercultural empathy and perceptions of peace among 

Israelis, several additional themes were noted that produced more data than was able to be 

contained within Article II. This afforded the ability to provide a more rich and in-depth 

analysis of various emerging themes, which became the focus of Article III. This study focuses 

on how Israelis perceive Palestinians in regard to both symbolic and realistic threats as outlined 

by integrated threat theory (ITT). This study also investigates to what degree Israelis 

experience active perspective taking with Palestinians, if any. Questions surrounding threat 

surfaced in a previous case study (Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press), thus, this term is 

researched further, in addition to a potential presence of intercultural empathy within the 

conflict. This study also explores the capacity for Israelis to practice active perspective taking, 

which is a strong indicator of empathy and essential in the development of peace processes. 

This study adds to our understanding of the Palestinian Israeli conflict from the perspective of 

ITT from a qualitative approach. A previous case study (Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press) 

indicates that Israelis experience or perceive a certain degree of threat from Palestinians which 

appear to be largely based in symbolic and realistic threat, though Israelis occupy a position of 

dominance as the ingroup within Israel. As such, this study focuses specifically on the Israeli 

experience of the “other,” while also exploring their ability to practice active perspective 

taking.  

In addition to themes related to empathy, intercultural empathy, and perceptions of 

peace, it was also indicated that “Israelis experience or perceive a certain degree of threat from 

Palestinians,” which was found to be related to both symbolic and realistic threats as per 

integrated threat theory (ITT) (Jackson & Croucher, 2021). These related themes became the 

focus of Article III, which then allowed different and more specific application of ITT. The 

quality checks between Article II and Article III were the same in that the data was pulled from 
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the same Qualtrics medium. Meaning, Article III also featured plagiarised response from 

Palestinians, which therefore led to the dismissal of feedback in the coding process.  

The process of coding for Article III were also similar in that of Article II in the 

application of grounded theory in the process outlined by Tie et al. (2019), including: 1) 

purposive sampling that directed data collection, 2) constant comparative analysis, 3) 

memoing, 4) generating/collecting data, 5) coding, 6) initial coding intermediate coding, 7) 

advanced coding, and finally 8) theoretical sampling. In this final stage, themes were identified 

and outlined for each question.  

 

 

Demographic information for Article II and Article III are outlined below:  

 
Table 3.1 Demographic information for Article II and Article III 
 

 

It is important to clarify that in all co-authored pieces included in the dissertation, I spearheaded 

all states of the research projects. The co-author helped with development of some theoretical 

frameworks and data analysis, as well as editorial assistance.  
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Reflections of the researcher 

 While this project was still in its infancy and yet to be carried out in methodological 

action, I admit I had some expectation as to how the research might be carried out, in that I 

didn’t foresee many, if any, obstacles that might have deterred me from my original projection. 

I had idealistic hopes of perhaps developing a replicable framework for peace, which would 

ultimately inform future peacebuilding processes to include the voices on the ground in 

grassroots levels that are first effected by domestic and international conflicts before those with 

power as the primary stakeholders. This, however, proved untrue in that I was faced with 

instances along the way that forced me to reframe, recalibrate, and recommit to the scientific 

process that my bias could not have personal stake in. 

 The first obstacle that I encountered was learning how little, if any, research existed on 

empathy from a qualitative and grounded theory perspective, excluding Brown’s (2015) 

research. While Brown’s (2015) research is incredibly insightful and concretely developed, 

there are few additional researchers that reflect on, or repeat her processes to confirm similar 

findings. Indeed, the concept of empathy alone is still widely disputed, and is often framed 

with an intangible and incomprehensible emotion or cognition, such as love. A further hurdle 

I faced was discovering that the concept of intercultural empathy has not been researched, 

especially as the intent of the research. Indeed, many studies that reference “intercultural 

empathy” at all are often only stated as a note of reflection, rather than a concrete concept. 

However, based on what I learned of intercultural communication, and empathy as two 

differing concepts, I could see the concepts were actually married in the world around me, and 

particularly from first-hand experiences in my interpersonal relationships, as well as through 

studying abroad and living in various countries. I had hoped to investigate intercultural 

empathy and apply at least some structure to the concept, but it felt as though I was feeling 
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around in the dark and doing the work to will “intercultural empathy” to even exist in academic 

contexts.  

 The second obstacle I encountered was that of the difficulty to gather data to support 

my research. Various videos can be found online that depicts reflections from casual passers-

by in Palestine and Israel who engage in informal interviews on the streets and offer their 

reflections on the concept. This, however, is not as easy in an academic sense, as rigorous 

human ethics requirements must be respected and adhered to at every step of the research 

process. I found it difficult to secure the surveys and interviews used for this study, and 

especially difficult to ensure quality with the limited resources I had at my disposal.  

Although Article II and Article III both included 27 participants from Israel, my initial 

intention was to include Palestinians to balance the overall narrative. However, unforeseen 

problems arose, making the majority of data gathered not usable. These unforeseen 

circumstances were unfortunate indeed, and following the initial scope of this project, funding 

did not remain to attempt further data collection from Palestinians. I found it an interesting 

learning experience while working with Qualtrics, the employed data collection service, in that 

however dependable a service may be, their available panels of use that they employ 

independently may not always be entirely reliable. For example, in my collected data from 

Palestine, many participants plagiarised their results. I learned this after copying and pasting 

several polished responses into Google and thereby located each website from which each 

response was taken from. In some cases, adjacent participants in the study in order of 

identifying participant number had duplicated the website from which they copied and pasted 

their responses. I believe that this may have been only a few participants filling out several 

surveys. This was an unexpected hurtle, particularly after the interesting responses gathered 

from Palestinians in Article I, which featured several participants who were very 

communicative and generous in their response. Interestingly, the Israeli participants in Article 
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I were less communicative by comparison. In the future, I would like to do more research of a 

similar scope in Palestine and Israel, but with greater participant numbers, from controlled 

groups of nationality/age/religion/education, and in person for translated interviews vs. 

qualitative surveys. In so doing, I believe that data gathered will provide rich detail and uncover 

various nuances that are otherwise overlooked by the use of surveys.  

The third and final obstacle I will note was the response I have gotten from other 

academics, as well as friends and colleagues who, whereupon learning about the nature of my 

research, asked “why does that matter?” This was particularly evident toward the beginning of 

my research, while conditions in Palestine and Israel were still largely consistent; not peaceful, 

but consistent. It seemed as though the world had grown used to the conflict and accepted it as 

a constant. I was frequently asked, “But why intercultural empathy?” However, after the 

beginning of the most recent attacks on May 11, 2021, I am now met with enthusiastic 

responses in regard to how timely and relevant my research is. This is somewhat frustrating, as 

the validity of research on issues such as intercultural empathy for the sake of furthering future 

peace processes does not become irrelevant during a perceived time of peace, or otherwise, a 

lack of active conflict. There has never been a more crucial time for my research, nor will there 

ever be a more perfect time to commit to the understanding of those directly affected by conflict 

in grassroots levels. These voices should be the primary stakeholders in any conflict and should 

be listened to when regarding furthered conflicting pursuits, such as war. In short, if you want 

to understand what is truly at stake, listen to the voices on the ground who are the only voices 

that truly matter. It may not be the most financially lucrative option, but it must be the only 

option.  
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Chapter 4: Articles Included in the Study 
 

 

4.1 Article I 

Jackson, K. & Croucher, S. (forthcoming 2021). Intercultural empathy, peace, and the 

“other” among Palestinians and Israelis: A qualitative analysis. In S. Roy (ed), The global 

handbook of conflict and peace communication. Wiley Blackwell. 

The first piece of this project is a study addressing intercultural empathy and if or how 

it is present among Palestinians and Israelis. The field of communication studies in the social 

sciences lacks particular focus on intercultural empathy. Indeed, there is opportunity for 

applications of intercultural empathy to historically conflicting parties. Leaving some 

empathetic conclusions as the product of personal experience may be beneficial, even if slightly 

biased. Intercultural empathy is often confused or associated with a few characteristics that 

limit the power of the word, and the ability to further develop empathy as a principle for future 

use. There are various components of empathy, as well as intercultural empathy essential to 

defining empathy. This study has three purposes. First, it seeks to understand how conflicting 

parties conceptualize intercultural empathy. Second, it explores whether or not intercultural 

empathy exists between similar historically conflicting parties. Third, it seeks to understand 

how intercultural empathy might be strengthened between conflicting parties, specifically 

between Palestinians and Israelis. Thus, the following research questions are posed in this 

study: 

RQ1: How do Palestinians and Israelis conceptualize the “other” in relationship to the 

amount of intergroup contact?  

RQ2: How do Palestinians and Israelis conceptualize intercultural empathy?  

In total, 15 individuals in both the West Bank and Israel participated in the study. The 

first research question was answered following surveys distributed to various Palestinians and 
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Israelis involved in higher education. After analysis of the surveys, as well as the personal 

interviews, a variety of themes emerged. Four main themes borrowed from Weaver (1990), 

were then modified and coded in both the surveys and personal interviews. The themes that 

emerged included Identification, Detachment, Reverberation and Incorporation.  

Identification was defined by the way in which we consider ourselves, and then absorb 

others’ views and their experiences. This definition was formed by the primary researcher after 

examining the survey comments and interview transcriptions, which was also supplemented by 

Weaver’s (1990) description of the term. Several subthemes were identified within this major 

theme, including the self-identity, identification of the “other,” and historical justifications for 

identity. In some cases, there were experiences of guilt for the present situation between 

Palestine and Israel, though not necessarily shame. This was present when participants 

described how they felt in various situations in regard to the “other.” Detachment was coded 

whenever there were instances of differences causing distance, acts of aggression, or negative 

experiences that the participants discussed, particularly in context of the “other” and 

experiences that lead to feelings of fear, hatred, etc., as a result.  

Reverberation was defined by similar emotions that individuals might feel and the 

common experiences that might ignite such emotions.  This definition was formed by the 

primary researcher after examining the interview transcriptions and noticing the commonalities 

between the emerging themes and Weaver’s (1990) previous research. In the context of 

reverberation, the primary researcher found the individuals who experienced positive emotions, 

i.e. optimism, joy, trust etc., was usually due to appreciation and respect for the “other,” as well 

as a certain amount of optimism for future peace with the “other.”   

The final theme that emerged was Incorporation. This study defines Incorporation as 

taking the experiences of another into ourselves as adopted from Weaver (1990). Subthemes 

of this main theme included perspective taking, acknowledging the “other”, and distinguishing. 
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Perspective taking was defined as leaving one’s own world and enter into the world of the 

“other” (Buccioni, 2015) by imagining the circumstances of the “other” and/or feeling with 

them. Perspective taking may also be known as “imaginative placement” as discussed by 

Calloway-Thomas (2010), which requires one to “see” through the eyes of others. It did not 

necessarily have to involve empathy on the participant’s part, though it did include an act of 

imagining the situation of the “other.” In this study, the theme that emerged where people who 

might have had negative experiences with the “other” were still capable of understanding the 

situations of the “other,” though it did not take away from their desire for autonomy and peace.   

The first article included in this dissertation is accepted for publication in The Global 

Handbook of Conflict and Peace Communication, edited by Dr. Sudeshna Roy. After 

presenting the related article at the 105th National Communication Association annual 

convention in Baltimore, Maryland in 2017, Dr. Roy approached me and Professor Stephen 

Croucher to ask if we would be willing to submit our article to her handbook and we were 

happy to. This is a fitting place for publication based on the common theme of conflict and 

peace, as is also the theme of the article. The Global Handbook of Conflict and Peace 

Communication is expected for publication on December 14, 2021.  
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4.2 Article II 

Jackson, K. & Croucher, S. (revise/resubmit, 2021). Israeli perceptions of intercultural 

empathy, peace, and the “other” toward Palestinians. Journal of International and 

Intercultural Communication. 

 The purpose of this research was to discover how Israelis conceptualize intercultural 

empathy in regard to Palestinians and explore how Israelis perceive the possibility of peace 

within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. Results from this study indicate a significant perception 

of threat on behalf of Israeli participants toward Palestinians, both symbolic and realistic in 

nature. It was also found that the participants had a cognitive understanding of empathy and 

intercultural empathy, though that understanding did not necessarily translate into a more 

productive emotional empathy or position taking. Peace as an outcome was overwhelmingly 

viewed as impossible by the Israeli participants in this study for various reasons.  

As there is little research available that encapsulates the individual Israeli experience 

of the “other” within the Palestinian Israeli conflict, this study aims to understand how Israelis 

view Palestinians as the “other,” if and how they understand and experience intercultural 

empathy, and their understanding of peace within the conflict. In this study, we examine the 

historical influences on the present-day conflict, but in large part, searched for themes that 

yielded an understanding of how an average Israeli experiences their world on the ground. To 

date, much of our discourse exists in political realms and is entrusted to those with a higher 

capacity for decision making. However, we fail to know what the individuals on grassroots 

level experience, think, or feel. By tapping into a collective intelligence of those on the ground 

whose input is often overlooked, we’ll be more informed and prepared to undertake lasting 

peace processes. Two research questions are explored: 

 RQ1: How do Israelis conceptualize intercultural empathy in regard to Palestinians?   



 

79 
 

RQ2: How do Israelis perceive the possibility of peace within the conflict? 

 The results of this study reveal the significance of the perception of threat on 

intercultural empathy and perception of peace. Integrated threat theory (Croucher, 2013, 2017; 

Stephan and Stephan, 1993, 1996, 2000) (ITT) may help explain the overall lack of intercultural 

empathy. Within ITT there are two kinds of perceived threats that the dominant culture 

perceives from the minority culture, symbolic (threat to culture) and realistic (threat to physical, 

economic, political, etc.). In the case of Israelis, many expressed a fear that Palestinians are 

changing Israeli culture (symbolic) and also are a physical threat to Israel (realistic). In this 

case, the presence of such threats will lead to prejudice and negative attitudes towards the 

minority group (Palestinians) and make it extremely difficult to create common ground 

(Croucher, 2013; Maoz & Ellis, 2008). Research should continue to explore the links between 

ITT and intercultural empathy.   

It was found that the participants had a cognitive understanding of empathy and 

intercultural empathy, though that understanding did not necessarily translate into a more 

productive emotional empathy or position taking. Participants in this study often characterized 

intercultural empathy as having an “understanding” of the “other.” This understanding may be 

indicative of cognitive empathy, which is one of two noted functions of empathy (Daun & Hill, 

1996; Davis, 1994). While cognitive empathy alone signifies an understanding of the “other” 

or the function of empathy, emotional empathy primarily refers to the emotional responses of 

empathy. In some cases, Israeli participants regarded empathy toward the “other” as an 

understanding, therefor a cognitive function, though several of those participants still 

demonized Palestinians or indicated having no empathy for them. This issue needs to be 

examined further to find what influences a cognitive empathy vs. emotional empathy in this 

conflict. 
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 Peace as an outcome was overwhelmingly viewed as impossible by the Israeli 

participants in this study for various reasons. Participants exhibited frustration with the Israeli 

government, and a subsequent feeling of helplessness to change it. Previous research indicates 

that not all Israelis agree with the occupation but believe it has reduced Palestinian attacks and 

they don’t see another way, which confirms Wilmer’s (2017) previous findings. In addition to 

some participants perceiving the impossibility of peace, a few participants also noted the only 

way to achieve peace would be for Palestinians to be expelled from Israel and to just 

“disappear.” These findings echo findings from a poll of Israelis conducted in 2016 which 

conveyed that 46% of Palestinians should be expelled from Israel, while almost the same 

amount disagreed (Lipka, 2016). However, increased empathy toward the “other” mitigates 

interpersonal aggression (Björkqvist & Österman, 2000). Religious differences were 

interestingly not typically used as an indicator or justifier of the conflict, though cultural 

differences were frequently sited.  

 This was an explorative study that focused on a qualitative method for investigating 

Israelis perception of and experience with intercultural empathy toward Palestinians and the 

possibility for peace. This is a unique study in the investigation of intercultural empathy in the 

context of longstanding intercultural conflict, specifically within the Palestinian Israeli conflict. 

Few such studies have been conducted to build upon intercultural empathy theoretically, thus 

this study provides a concrete building blocks for future research. Furthermore, this is one of 

few studies that researches ITT qualitatively, though doing so yields interesting findings unique 

to qualitative studies. It would be beneficial to apply additional focus toward the qualitative 

exploration of ITT and especially existing theory related to intercultural empathy in future 

research.  

There have been great efforts made by local and international parties to integrate more 

effective peacebuilding strategies in the form of intercultural trainings, which have proven 
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quite successful in many cases. Moving forward, there are some factors that trainers, teachers, 

policy makers, and potential key stakeholders must consider when undertaking intergroup 

trainings to improve peacebuilding efforts. Utilising trainings, such as multicultural education 

curricula (Banks, 1988, 1997; NCSS Task Force, 1992; Stephan & Stephan, 2000), cultural 

diversity training programs (Ellis & Sonnefield, 1994; Hollister et al. 1992; Stephan & Stephan, 

2000), and cooperative learning techniques (Aronson et. al., 1978; Aronson & Patnoe, 1997; 

Cohen, 1992; Johnson et. al. 1994) would prove beneficial when considering furthering 

peacebuilding processes. Utilising cooperative learning techniques has specifically proven to 

“increase cross-ethnic liking and helping, as well as empathy” (Stephen & Stephen, 2000, p. 

41). Intergroup dialogue programs would also prove beneficial, leading to a “better 

understanding of issues concerning racial identity, reduced perceptions of racial polarization, 

and increased perceptions of commonalities across groups (Gurin et. al. 1998; Schoem et. al. 

1993; Stephen & Stephan, 2000, p. 41). In addition, Ran et al. (2021) asserted team building 

activities in organizations that employ empathy-based exercises could increase organizational 

members’ empathy and perspective taking toward other organizational members. Logistics of 

each training program type need to be carefully considered to ensure adequate preparation by 

the trainers, thus providing optimal short-term and long-term positive impact for participants.  

The Journal of International and Intercultural Communication  (JIIC) has been active 

since 1999 and was selected for article submission and is presently awaiting review. This article 

was submitted to JIIC based on the journal’s emphases, including negotiation, conflict 

management dispute resolution, organizational justice law, peace studies and international 

conflicts. Published articles formatting includes meta-analyses, critical or integrative theory, 

original theory-based empirical articles, and comprehensive literature reviews. According to 

Scimago Journal & Country Rank (SJR), JIIC has had a slight decline of international 

collaboration (from 19.05% in 2017 to 15.15% in 2020), but has also had an increase of citable 
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documents (from 53 in 2017 to 58 in 2020). The H-Index for IJCM is 21 and has been a 

consistently ranked journal since 2008. JIIC is an A level journal in the Australian Business 

Dean’s Council (ABDC) list.  
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4.3 Article III 

Jackson, K. & Croucher, S. (submitted 2021). Applying integrated threat theory in the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict: A qualitative analysis. Journal of Intercultural 

Communication Research.  

This article does not attempt to synthesis the historical events of the Palestinian Israeli 

conflict, but rather examines the influence and presence of integrated threat theory (ITT) within 

the conflict and how both symbolic and realistic threats manifest themselves in Jewish Israeli’s 

minds toward their Palestinian counterparts. To do so, this article first explores a brief 

description of the Palestinian Israeli conflict today, and then introduces key concepts directly 

related to ITT. Two attributes of ITT are specifically examined due to their applicability, 

including symbolic and realistic threat. Finally, this article explores the Israeli perception of 

Palestinians as the “other,” and examines threats or anxieties that Israelis as the ingroup may 

feel toward Palestinians as the outgroup.  

As there is little research investigating the Israeli experience of the “other” 

qualitatively, as well as a lack of research on integrated threat theory (ITT) in relation to the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict, this article examines the influence and presence of ITT and how 

symbolic and realistic threats manifest themselves in Israeli’s minds toward their Palestinian 

counterparts. In this study, we searched for themes that may yield a deeper understanding of 

the average Israeli experience of Palestinians. Previous discourse has been taken up for political 

motivations or as part of non-profit efforts, yet there is still little understanding of Israelis’ 

experience of the conflict. By undertaking this research, we hope to better understand what 

factors, if any, may attribute to the cognitive dissonance experienced by Israelis, and how they 

view themselves in relation to Palestinians. This article also seeks to examine the potential for 

intercultural empathy and active perspective taking within the conflict. One research question 

is explored: 
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RQ1: How do Israelis perceive Palestinians in regard to integrated threat theory.  

RQ2: To what degree do Israelis experience active perspective taking with Palestinians? 

The results of this study indicate a strong element of threat within the Palestinian Israeli 

conflict. Stephan and Stephan’s (1993, 1996, 2000) integrated threat theory (ITT) may help 

explain the levels of openness and fear felt by Israelis toward Palestinians, which would 

therefor dictate the symbolic or realistic threat perceived by Israelis. Symbolic (threat to 

culture) and realistic (threat to physical, economic, political etc.) threat are the two primary 

variations of perceived threat by the dominant culture toward the minority culture. For 

example, many Israelis expressed a fear of or hostility toward Palestinians in that the Israeli 

culture (i.e., threat to language, religion, way of life) is perhaps under attack or otherwise 

threatened by the presence of the Palestinian culture. Furthermore, realistic threat (i.e., fear of 

missiles, busses exploding, local bombers, etc.) was another strong indicated element of ITT. 

Results indicate the presence of such threats leading to and justifying prejudice and negative 

attitudes toward the minority group (Palestinians), and make it difficult to find a point of 

unification within the two sides (Croucher, 2013; Maoz & Ellis, 2008). Research should 

continue to explore links between ITT and cognitive empathy.  

 It was found that several participants demonstrated abilities for active perspective 

taking, which is a strong indicator of intercultural empathy. Where sympathy centered in 

projection rather than perspective taking, it has less power in intercultural interaction (Broome, 

1991, 2008; Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press). Cognitive empathy has often been understood 

as perspective taking, and what we refer to as emotional empathy in the literature has been 

labeled affective empathy, affective perspective taking, or emotional responsiveness (Gilroy, 

2000; Rogers, 1980; Stephan & Finlay, 1999). Elements of cognitive empathy and emotional 

empathy was found in the results, particularly when participants reported the difficulties that 

Palestinians face. Participants noted their understanding of the challenges Palestinians face, 
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with poor living conditions, having no civil rights, and being victims of war and displacement. 

This may indicate a cognitive empathy in that they understand that these may be challenges 

faced by Palestinians, though the participants did not extend that empathy to emotional 

empathy in most cases. Rogers (1959) characterized empathy as “entering the private 

perceptual world of the other and becoming thoroughly at home in it” (Rogers, 1959, p. 142). 

Although participants seem able to practice perspective taking to a degree, it seems as though 

that ability is limited to a less productive cognitive empathy. 

 While results indicate that more emotional empathy does not transcend the dispositional 

cognitive empathy experienced by most participants, the element of exposure to the “other” 

must be noted. Most participants reported little to no contact with Palestinians in a familial 

way, or even professionally. This, however, is not surprising when we consider the severe limit 

of contact with the “other” in Israel. A neutral space between Palestinians and Israelis has 

largely been erased, leaving predominantly violent contact as the primary point of reference 

for almost all Israelis. Therefore, it is not difficult to understand why peaceful relationships is 

so incomprehensible. Barriers, checkpoints, settlements and only four binational schools in the 

entire country mean that Israelis are never given an opportunity to come to know a Palestinian 

in their full humanity (Wilmer, 2017). As contact is impossible, Israelis are left to imagine the 

similarities they share or the differences that divide them with only situational evidence and 

confirmation bias to guide their perceptions. 

 This article was submitted to the Journal of Intercultural Communication Research 

(JICR), a publication of the World Communication Association and is presently under revision 

for the second time with a Revise / Resubmit. This article was submitted to JICR based on the 

journal’s credibility, quality, and overall theme of research and has been active since 2006. 

JICR publishes manuscripts that report results from cross-cultural comparative research, such 

as reports on the ways culture affects human symbolic activates. Even articles that are 
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published from within a single nation/culture are required to focus on cultural actors and 

explore the theoretical/practical implications from a cross-cultural perspective. According to 

Scimago Journal & Country Rank (SJR), JICR has had an increase of international 

collaboration. The H-Index for JICR is 20, with an increase of total documents (from 30 in 

2017 to 46 in 2020), and citable documents (from 63 in 2017 to 98 in 2020.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 
 

 

5.1 Summary of the findings  

This research project complements previous research by investigating the relationships 

between peace, intercultural empathy, and integrated threat theory (ITT). Both similarities and 

differences between the results from this project and those from previous literature are found. 

While each article makes a unique contribution to the existing literature, the following section 

focuses on the findings collectively supported in the articles. The results from this research 

project can be summarized into three main points:  

1. An understanding of “intercultural empathy” does not predict behaviour  

One particular contribution this project makes is linking a cognitive understanding of 

intercultural with affective or emotional experience of intercultural empathy. Cognitive 

empathy and perspective taking have oftentimes been viewed as synonymous, while what we 

refer to as emotional empathy is often characterised as affective empathy, affective perspective 

taking, or emotional responsiveness in the literature. Characterising elements of both cognitive 

empathy and emotional empathy were noted in the first article included in this dissertation, 

which suggests that those who conceptualized intercultural empathy as an ability or skill 

seemed to demonstrate less empathy. However, participants who conceptualized intercultural 

empathy as imagining the feelings of others demonstrated a greater proclivity toward 

empathizing with the “other.” It is postulated that intercultural empathy may not be a choice as 

much as an inevitable by-product of adversity. These findings were repeated in Article II, 

where it was found that the participants that had a cognitive understanding of empathy and 

intercultural empathy did not necessarily translate into a more productive emotional empathy 

or position taking. Indeed, emotional empathy primarily refers to the emotional responses of 

empathy. In some cases, Israeli participants who regarded empathy toward the “other” as an 
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understanding, or a cognitive function, still demonized Palestinians or indicated little to no 

empathy for Palestinians. Article III also aimed to concur active perspective taking as an 

indicator of intercultural empathy within the Palestinian Israeli conflict.  

2. Differing perceptions of “peace” result in differing expectations  

Previous studies that examined differing perceptions and understandings of the concept of 

“peace” indicated Palestinians and Israelis overwhelmingly have differing perceptions and 

expectations of the concept, stemming back to the first initial peace agreement. In Article I, the 

primary researcher found individuals who experienced positive emotions, i.e., optimism, joy, 

trust, etc., was usually due to appreciation and respect for the “other,” as well as a certain 

amount of optimism for future peace with the “other.” It was also noted that those who might 

have had negative experiences with the “other” were still capable of understanding the 

situations of the “other,” though it did not take away from their desire for autonomy and peace. 

Although the desire for peace was significant, it did not indicate that participants viewed it as 

possible. These findings were also echoed in the Article II, in which some participants viewed 

peace as an overwhelming impossibility, with a few participants noting the only way to achieve 

peace would be for Palestinians to be expelled from Israel and to just “disappear.” It was also 

assumed by Israelis in this study that Palestinians really didn’t want peace. Despite this, Article 

III indicated a strong desire for peace, despite the likelihood of attaining it with about half of 

participants expressing a desire for peace. It is interesting to note that just over half of the 

participants wanted peace and saw a path to peace based on their similarities, while just under 

half of participants didn’t see peace as a possibility while pointing to their differences. In other 

cases, however, participants sited the differences they shared with Palestinians as a positive 

thing. It is interesting to note that about half of participants want peace and can identify 

similarities. This finding is perhaps unique among the popular narrative of Israelis perpetuated 

by international media and political leaders, being that of a clear divide between people with a 
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particular stress pointed toward suggested hostility by Palestinians. Based on this sample size, 

there may be more voices on the ground going unheard that media and politics does not 

accurately portray.  

3. Integrated threat theory is linked to intercultural empathy and the “other” 

Previous research on integrated threat theory (ITT) has yielded significant findings within 

ingroup/outgroup dynamics. Although, the examination of the Palestinian Israeli conflict 

through the lens of ITT was not an initial objective, Article II uncovered themes later explored 

in Article III. Initial results revealed the significance of the perception of threat on intercultural 

empathy and perception of peace. Integrated threat theory (Croucher, 2013, 2017; Stephan & 

Stephan, 1993, 1996, 2000) (ITT) may help explain the overall lack of intercultural empathy. 

Within ITT there are two kinds of perceived threats that the dominant culture perceives from 

the minority culture, symbolic (threat to culture) and realistic (threat to physical, economic, 

political, etc.). In the case of Israelis, many expressed a fear that Palestinians are changing 

Israeli culture (symbolic) and also are a physical threat to Israel (realistic). In this case, the 

presence of such threats will lead to prejudice and negative attitudes towards the minority group 

(Palestinians) and make it extremely difficult to create common ground (Croucher, 2013; Maoz 

& Ellis, 2008). Article III’s results indicated a strong element of threat within the Palestinian 

Israeli conflict. Integrated threat theory (ITT) may help explain the levels of openness and fear 

felt by Israelis toward Palestinians, which would therefor dictate the symbolic or realistic threat 

perceived by Israelis. Symbolic (threat to culture) and realistic (threat to physical, economic, 

political etc.) threat are the two primary variations of perceived threat by the dominant culture 

toward the minority culture. For example, many Israelis expressed a fear of or hostility toward 

Palestinians in that the Israeli culture (i.e., threat to language, religion, way of life) is perhaps 

under attack or otherwise threatened by the presence of the Palestinian culture. Furthermore, 

realistic threat (i.e., fear of missiles, busses exploding, local bombers, etc.) was another strong 
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indicated element of ITT. Results indicate the presence of such threats leading to and justifying 

prejudice and negative attitudes toward the minority group (Palestinians), and make it difficult 

to find a point of unification within the two sides (Croucher, 2013; Maoz & Ellis, 2008). 

Research should continue to investigate links between ITT and cognitive empathy. 

Furthermore, this is one of few studies that examine ITT qualitatively, though doing so yields 

interesting findings unique to qualitative studies. It would be beneficial to apply additional 

focus toward the qualitative exploration of ITT and especially existing theory related to 

intercultural empathy in future research. 

5.2 Theoretical and practical implications  

Findings about different conceptualizations of intercultural empathy, peace, and the 

“other” indicate the urgency to develop cultural specific theories and measurements which 

better explain the process of intercultural empathy, while distinguishing it amongst other 

familiar words such as sympathy, compassion, etc. Pre-existing theoretical models hold value 

in their application to core theories and principles, such as Weaver’s (1990) work, however, it 

is essential to continue updating and creating new theories that are applicable to changing 

times and reflect continuously transforming perceptions of the “other,” and causes for those 

changes. As an example, existing literature on the Palestinian Israeli conflict communicate a 

certain positioning from Israelis toward Palestinians that reflect that of a stoic or ambivalent 

lack of care, or an otherwise comfort in the conflict. This is challenged in Article II and 

Article III, in that both desires for peace and a feeling of helplessness to influence the Israeli 

government were communicated.  

Theories and applied as lenses are often done in an exclusive quantitative or 

qualitative method, which can thereby limit the scope of the yielded results. For example, 

integrated threat theory (ITT) is almost exclusively applied quantitatively, thereby limiting 

results. Study III provides a unique contribution to the literature by further informing upon 
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the nuanced areas of conflict, peace and intercultural empathy by applying ITT qualitatively. 

We must commit as researchers to not furthering the potentially catastrophic assumption of 

individuals’ lived experience during tumultuous times and their perception of the “other.” 

This must further be avoided when a comfortable status quo has already been established. 

This body of work seeks to inform upon and potentially critique existing bodies of work, and 

further invites criticism and improvement of such dated work. Doing so may ultimately build 

upon and inform more accurately the peacebuilding process.  

Future research must endeavour to understand peace in a grassroots level, particularly, 

how concepts of peace are conceptualized among conflicting parties. Indeed, simply having a 

shared understanding and expectation of the term may improve existing peace processes. 

Future research should also continue to examine integrated threat theory (ITT) in qualitative 

studies to further develop and fine-tune this research. Qualitative research should also have the 

potential to yield equally reliable results, thus, rigorous processes should be continuously 

developed and improved. Continuous improvement of such methods thereby yielding more 

reliable and replicable processes (Harzing et al., 2013) would ultimately increase peaceful 

outcomes in ongoing peace processes internationally.   

 While results in this project indicate that a more emotional empathy does not transcend 

the dispositional cognitive empathy experienced by most participants, the element of exposure 

to the “other” must be noted. Most participants in the three included studies reported little to 

no contact with Palestinians in a familial way, or even professionally. This, however, is not 

surprising when we consider the severe limit of contact with the “other” in Israel. A neutral 

space between Palestinians and Israelis has largely been erased, leaving predominantly violent 

contact as the primary point of reference for almost all Israelis. Therefore, it is not difficult to 

understand why peaceful relationships is so incomprehensible. Barriers, checkpoints, 

settlements and only four binational schools in the entire country mean that Israelis are never 
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given an opportunity to come to know a Palestinian in their full humanity (Wilmer, 2017). As 

contact is impossible, Israelis are left to imagine the similarities they share or the differences 

that divide them with only situational evidence and confirmation bias to guide their 

perceptions. 

 Moving forward, educational practitioners and peacebuilding policy makers and 

stakeholders should commit to understanding the individual perspective of threat within the 

Palestinian Israeli conflict. While Palestinians may be suffering at present under occupation, it 

should be noted that Israelis feel an equal right to their suffering. Multicultural educational 

curricula as outlined by Stephan and Stephan (2000), Banks (1988, 1997), and the NCSS Task 

Force (1992) need to be applied to our understanding of ITT, providing opportunities for both 

parties to practice imaginative placement consistent with successful transformative 

peacebuilding processes (Ellis & Sonnefield, 1994; Hollister et al., 1993; Stephan & Stephan, 

2000;). Validating both parties’ perspectives and facilitating experiences for active perspective 

taking may yield positive impact for participants, both short-term and long-term.  

5.3 Synthesis of original contribution 

Article I as the initial pilot study of this project endeavoured to solidify a starting point and 

inform future research, the researcher did note very interesting findings that informed the 

methodological process for the following two articles in this dissertation, and also contributed 

interesting findings and new knowledge that must be further investigated in future research.  

An initial understanding of basic knowledge or familiarity with “intercultural 

empathy” as a concept was gauged in the first study. Of the Palestinians and Israelis, those 

that claimed an “understanding” of intercultural empathy reported fewer experiences with it, 

or otherwise reported actioning fewer elements of intercultural empathy. This leads one to 

inquire whether a cognitive understanding of empathy is can be counter to the actual 

experience of intercultural empathy. Potential implications of this may inform peacebuilding 
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processes and the way in which intercultural empathy is taught. Meaning, it cannot be taught 

as merely conceptual if experiential learning is negated. Indeed, merely an understanding of 

the “other” may lead to a “strong indifference toward the ‘other’, or even an open hostility” 

(Jackson & Croucher, 2021 in press).  

Article II was formulated based on the findings informed by Article I, which allowed 

for more specific and focused survey questions that thereby elicited more specific results. 

New application of theories and themes were applied in this study for perhaps the first time. 

For example, integrated threat theory, a well-known and commonly actioned analysis has not 

been applied through an additional scope of intercultural empathy and perceptions of peace. 

Applying this additional lens to the already established ITT allowed for new insight that may 

inform future engagement with ITT as a theory, in addition to future work with intercultural 

empathy. For example, symbolic and realistic threats are key in regard to ITT, though 

engaging in this research within the Palestinian Israeli conflict and with the application of 

intercultural empathy in regard to the “othering” of outgroups. This “othering” is 

demonstrated in the COVD-19 crisis as the West Bank were not afforded the same efforts to 

vaccinate Israeli populations. This actioned “othering” is further informed by intercultural 

empathy as we are led to investigate further what holds the “other” as such in an Israeli’s 

mind, and what would influence more of an openness and desire to share resources.  

Cognitive understanding of intercultural empathy as counter to the actioning of it was 

further informed upon in Article II, which confirms the initial finding in Article I. When 

empathy was regarded as a cognitive function, it often carried more demonization of 

Palestinians, or otherwise indicating no empathy. Alternatively, indications of a more 

emotional empathy which was positively correlated with an application of intercultural 

empathy. Another finding that was supported in Article II that was also demonstrated in 

Article I is that of an overall frustration toward government and a feeling of helplessness to 
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individually enact change, despite one’s overwhelming desire to do so. What was further 

highlighted in Article II that surpassed that of Article I was that of a resulting ambivalence 

toward the “other” as a comfortable and less productive default.  

Article III afforded an in-depth analysis of threat within the Palestinian Israeli conflict 

through the lens of integrated threat theory (ITT), of which is rarely applied qualitatively. 

This application allows for more in-depth and detailed findings, allowing further for more 

informed future research. Results indicate that the presence of such threats then influence the 

justification of furthered prejudice and negative attitudes toward the minority group and 

makes it difficult to establish unification within the two conflicting sides (Maoz & Ellis, 

2008; Croucher, 2013).  

Peacebuilding became an essential element of Article III. Peacebuilding as a field has 

seen an overwhelming push for more quantification of data, which may then mute 

individual’s unique voices and perspectives, thereby limiting results. This study provides a 

unique contribution to the literature by expanding upon our understanding of areas of conflict 

that holds nuance, including peace and intercultural empathy, by attributing the lens of ITT 

qualitatively.  

5.4 Limitations and direction for future studies 

This research project makes significant contributions to the current body of literature by 

exploring intercultural empathy, peace, and integrated threat theory (ITT) qualitatively. 

However, it evidently has many limitations. Some participants provided very limited responses, 

which may have been a result of disinterest, but may have also been due to a lack of confidence 

or ability with the English language. Future research should undertake a similar framework of 

study, but provide survey questions in the participants’ native language if possible. It would be 

beneficial to further investigate the cognitive dissonance experienced by Israelis toward 

Palestinians as the “other” to assess points of pain that could be addressed by key stakeholders. 
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Future research should also examine the attitudes of Israelis toward Palestinians comparatively 

with prominent messages portrayed in the media to find if there is any substantial correlation 

or causation. Further, it would be beneficial to examine religious claims as an actual issue 

among present-day Israeli Jews. Finally, future research should investigate the Palestinian 

experience within the Palestinian Israeli conflict for the purpose of locating similarities in 

experience and outlining themes that could be applied to curricula in future peacebuilding 

processes.  

 Global events play a large role in the individual experience and perception of the 

“other,” such as among times of pollical upheaval and instability. For example, Article I was 

conducted prior to December 6, 2017, which marked the day when previous U.S. President 

Donald Trump declared Jerusalem the capital of Israel, thus instigating violent protests and 

riots between Palestinians and Israelis. Future analyses of empathy would benefit from 

longitudinally examining how empathy, particularly intercultural empathy potentially changes 

over time. It must also be noted that the surveys for this study were gathered during a time of 

international upheaval and insecurity in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants may 

have been affected both emotionally and cognitively during this time, therefore results may 

have been influenced by this event and may not accurately capture their true perspective(s).   

 Additional studies should also be conducted among other interculturally conflicting 

parties in various geographic locations to more accurately assess the concept of intercultural 

empathy in a variety of situations and contexts. Furthermore, more studies should be done that 

look specifically at the element of religiosity to find if religion may influence their view of the 

“other” and the accomplishment of peace. Other factors should also be analysed to fall in line 

with Brown’s research on empathy, shame, and vulnerability. If a true exploration of 

intercultural empathy is to be examined, intercultural shame and intercultural vulnerability 

should also be taken into account. 
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The study of intercultural empathy is still in its infancy and it has incredible potential 

to inform and approve upon existing and future peace processes. This may be made possible 

as we seek to understand the experience of the “other,” particularly by relating to similar 

emotions that both Palestinians and Israelis share. The overwhelming conclusion of this project 

holds that both Palestinians and Israelis are entitled to their historical and present pain as their 

unique experiences, which are equally valid. It isn’t until both perspectives will be seen as valid 

that either side will cease to perpetually defend against the “other” and will begin to build 

collaboratively to a more peaceful future. 
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