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Preface

Intractable intergroup conflicts rage around the world and pose threats to the well-
being and security of individuals and nations as well as to international stability. 
They persist for lengthy periods and are refractory to resolution despite attempts 
to achieve it. An understanding of these conflicts and potential ways of managing, 
transforming, and resolving them is therefore of utmost importance to human soci-
eties. As intractable conflicts are complex phenomena, understanding them requires 
diverse perspectives of different scholarly disciplines including international rela-
tions, political science, sociology, psychology, history, geography, anthropology, 
and others. In the domain of social and political psychology, one of the most influ-
ential scholars of intractable conflicts is Daniel Bar-Tal.

In his work, Bar-Tal has been advancing a social-psychological perspective on 
intractable conflict. This perspective maintains that conflicts are waged, managed, 
and sometimes resolved by human beings. Therefore, an understanding of intrac-
table conflicts must take into consideration human psychological processes. The so-
cial-psychological perspective recognizes that the context of intractable conflict has 
implications for the psychology of individual members of the involved societies, yet 
at the same time, individual psychological processes shape collective behaviors in 
the context of the conflict. Hence, although psychological processes take place at 
the individual level, they have implications for the macro-societal level.

Bar-Tal is best known for his contribution to studying the sociopsychological 
infrastructure that develops in societies that are involved in intractable conflicts. 
According to his theory, this sociopsychological infrastructure consists of shared 
societal beliefs of ethos of conflict and collective memory, as well as collective 
emotional orientations that underlie cultures of conflicts. He has studied the contents 
of these elements of the sociopsychological infrastructure, the processes through 
which they are acquired and maintained, their functions, the societal mechanisms 
that contribute to their institutionalization, as well as their role in the crystallization 
of social identity and development of a culture of conflict. In addition, he studied 
sociopsychological barriers to peacemaking and ways to overcome them.

Bar Tal’s studies were published in 20 books and over 200 articles and chapters 
in major journals, books, and encyclopedias. The aim of the present book is to pay 
tribute to Bar-Tal’s contribution to the field in light of his approaching retirement 
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from his position at Tel-Aviv University. In order to do so, we attempted to bring 
together some of the many scholars who have been influenced and inspired by his 
work. These scholars offer extensions of Bar-Tal’s work while connecting and inte-
grating it with other prominent theoretical frameworks in social and political psy-
chology. They demonstrate the breadth of influence of Bar-Tal’s work on recent de-
velopments in the study of the social-psychological aspects of intractable conflicts. 
It is our hope that bringing these contributions together can further advance and 
enrich our knowledge in this field.

For us, this book is anything but a standard academic or scientific project. As 
former students of Daniel Bar-Tal, we consider him a mentor, a close friend, and 
maybe beyond all that, an inspiration to our work on the psychology of intractable 
conflicts. Even before commencing with the project of editing this book, we had 
the impression that dozens if not hundreds of scholars of conflicts around the world 
share the same feeling. After more than a year of communicating with the various 
contributors to this book, we can say with certainty that many of them consider 
Bar-Tal to be one of the most important theoreticians worldwide in the fascinating 
field of the social-psychological aspects of intractable conflicts. For many of those 
involved in this book, Bar-Tal is a unique social and political psychologist, who has 
had wide influence on both research and practice in the fields of political psychol-
ogy, conflict resolution, and peace studies. Additionally, as we can testify based on 
first-hand experience, Bar-Tal has educated dozens of young scholars and practi-
tioners, leading them to study conflict from a broad perspective, while utilizing an 
interdisciplinary approach and diverse methodologies. Many of the chapter authors 
in this book (in addition to the two of us) are Bar-Tal’s former students.

When we began working on this project we intended to publish just one volume. 
However, when we started contacting potential contributors, it became apparent that 
so many scholars wanted to take part in the tribute to Bar-Tal, that it became neces-
sary to divide the book into two volumes. The first volume refers to the contribution 
of Bar-Tal’s work to understanding intractable conflicts in general, and the second 
volume refers to his contribution to understanding the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
in particular. The present volume, which is the first in the series, includes 15 chap-
ters by some of the most prominent scholars of intergroup and intractable conflicts 
worldwide. The first section of the volume presents a general overview of Bar-Tal’s 
theories. Reykowski (Chap. 1) introduces Bar-Tal’s theory and main contribution 
to the field. Then, Elcheroth and Spini (Chap.  2) discuss the generalizability of 
Bar-Tal’s theory to other conflicts, beyond the Israeli–Palestinian case. The next 
three sections of the volume deal with different aspects of the sociopsychological 
infrastructure of intractable conflict. The second section addresses the cognitive 
elements of the sociopsychological infrastructure, namely the ethos of conflict and 
collective memory. In Chap. 3, Cohrs et. al. offer a new perspective on ethos of 
conflict, through the lens of the society’s social representations. Then, Jost et. al. 
(Chap. 4) introduce a system justification approach to the ethos of conflict, and Paez 
and Liu (Chap. 5) deal with the manner in which collective remembering of con-
flict-related events feeds into the ethos of conflict. The third section of the volume 
examines three specific central societal beliefs that develop in societies involved in 
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intractable conflicts and have been discussed in Bar-Tal’s theorizing. Vollhardt and 
colleagues (Chap. 6) address societal beliefs about victimhood, Cohen-Chen and 
her colleagues (Chap. 7) address beliefs about conflict irresolvability, and Čehajić-
Clancy (Chap. 8) addresses beliefs about moral responsibility. The fourth section 
of the volume shifts the focus to the emotional and affective elements of the socio-
psychological infrastructure of intractable conflict. Jarymowicz (Chap. 9) discusses 
collective emotions like fear and hope, and Dupuis and her colleagues (Chap. 10) 
discuss collective angst. To complete the affective aspect, Bruneau (Chap. 11) of-
fers an expansion of the toolkit by using neuroimaging techniques in the study of 
intergroup conflicts. To end the first volume with a more optimistic and to some 
extent more practical perspective, the fifth and final section includes four chapters 
dealing with various ways in which Bar-Tal’s theorizing can be utilized to pro-
mote peace. Tropp (Chap. 12) and then Hameiri and Halperin (Chap. 13) review 
psychology-based conflict resolution interventions and discuss the ways in which 
Bar-Tal’s work influenced their formulation and utilization. Then, Staub (Chap. 14) 
highlights the role of passivity and active bystandership in the attempt to overcome 
evil, and finally, Taylor and Christie (Chap. 15) summarize research in the tradition 
of peace psychology, which can assist in identifying peace building tools.

� Eran Halperin, Keren Sharvit
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For almost 30 years Daniel Bar-Tal’s primary scientific interests were focused on 
one specific subject, though a very complex and very difficult one—intergroup con-
flicts in their especially vicious form, namely, intractable conflicts. His approach to 
this complex social phenomenon is very different from approaches that are predom-
inant in social psychology. This is because the main inspiration for his studies was 
not merely intellectual curiosity—it was his experience of living in a region where 
intractable conflict shapes the life of everybody who lives there. It was therefore his 
experience as a concerned citizen who was trying many times to change the course 
of events to facilitate a peaceful solution of the conflict that shaped his approach. 
Based on this experience and on extensive research, for which he recruited a large 
group of collaborators, mainly doctoral students, he has developed an elaborated 
theory of intractable intergroup conflict that deals with the origin of such conflict, 
with the mechanisms that maintain it and with the processes that may contribute to 
its peaceful resolution. It is a general theory that can be applied to various kinds of 
intergroup intractable conflicts in various places around the world. But unlike other 
social psychologists whose research is focused mainly on relationships between 
small groups he has studied conflicts of macro social scale—between nations and 
large political entities.

His unique approach to intractable conflicts is related to and, to some extent, 
also driven by his more general conception of social psychology. He believes that 
social psychology should not limit itself to studies of the relationships between indi-
viduals and between small groups—it should also include psychological processes 
that regulate behavior of large social groups such as nations. Thus, he postulates 
the extension of social psychology into the societal domain; that is building a sub-
discipline—societal psychology.  In this chapter, I will discuss Bar-Tal’s approach 
to intractable conflict beginning with his conception of societal psychology. Next, 
I will review the popular understanding of intractable conflicts and describe Bar-
Tal’s unique theory focusing on his conception of the nature and origin of such 

Chapter 1
Intractable Conflicts—How can they be Solved? 
The Theory of Daniel Bar-Tal

Janusz Reykowski

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2015
E. Halperin, K. Sharvit (eds.), The Social Psychology of Intractable Conflicts, 
Peace Psychology Book Series 27, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-17861-5_1

J. Reykowski ()
Polish Academy of Science, Warszawa, Poland
e-mail: januszre@warman.com.pl


