Dialogue between the Occidental and the Oriental worlds:  an exchange program between German and Palestinian students as a way of intercultural learning

Speech at a symposium at St. Joseph’s University in Beirut from November 4th to 8th, 2004

In 1973 the Bethlehem University was founded primarily for Christians in the Palestinian population. It is a place of scientific education and research and also a place for the meeting and exchange of Christians and Muslim Arabs. The official language of the university is Arabic. Today 70 percent of the students are Muslim and 30 percent are Christian. They are all Arabs. The Bethlehem University professors are Christians and Muslims. Christian Arabs are, in a way, a link to the Western world. Their culture is Middle Eastern but they are familiar with the West through its religious influences. This Western influence comes from well-respected Christian schools, which were built in the 19th century by European churches. Although the University is a place of dialogue, the conflict between Western thinking and the Oriental views can be seen. This is why the University leaders promote international contact, the opportunity for exchange and dialogue. 

Since 1997 there has been a regular exchange with the Cologne Department of the Catholic University of North Rhine Westphalia (KFH NW). Students studying social work and social education visit each other for two weeks every year. Practical courses in social work are offered within social work settings in the host country. A contract of cooperation was signed between the Bethlehem University and the Catholic University of North Rhine Westphalia in May 2001. This cooperation includes student exchange opportunities, common research projects, a professors’ exchange and an exchange via the Internet.

A university in Israel wanted to be included in the exchange program, but without success. The reservations on the Palestinian and the Israeli side appear to be insurmountable. So, during each journey to the Holy Land the Cologne group has to do a double exchange. First they go and visit the Jewish partners at the University of Haifa or the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Then they travel and visit the partners at the Bethlehem University afterwards. This shows the Germans desire for solidarity. Solidarity with the Jewish people who suffered inexpressibly under the Germans and who currently suffer for the right to live in peace and security. It also shows solidarity with the Palestinian people, who suffer under the occupation of Israel today. 

The following observations refer only to the exchange program between the universities in Bethlehem and Cologne. These meetings aim to encourage dialogue between the Occidental and the Oriental world and to reinforce intercultural competences and professional competences in social work. English is the common language and only in exceptional cases is the discussion translated into German or Arabic.

The advantages and disadvantages of the Occidental society and the Oriental society are always a point of discussion in the meetings, regardless of the main topic. For example: “Working against violence as a task of social work”, “Youth work in Germany and Palestine”, “Interreligious Dialogue” or “Gender issues in social work”. These meetings, which alternately take place in Bethlehem and Cologne, consist of 15 German and 15 Palestinian students and one or two professors from each University. Within this framework, there are seminars dealing with several main topics. Visits to social work institutions illustrate the local reality. Guests visit with families of the host-group to promote personal and emotional connections. In Cologne the Palestinian guests stay for four days in the homes of the German students’ host families. The meetings always end with a workshop where the participants share about their experiences. These experiences are shared through an experience-referred learning technique and through meta-communication.

If we talk about the Occidental and the Oriental world or simply about the Western and the Eastern world, then we have to know what these are general terms mean. Are these general terms permitted? It is possible, and often makes sense, to use them because people identify with these terms. In Europe we regard ourselves as Western people influenced by the tradition of the enlightenment. In Palestine it is natural that the Palestinian people identify themselves as Oriental Arabs.

Using politics, religion and gender as three basic topics, we can explore the following issues. How questions of the identity of the Occidental and the Oriental world, of Western and Eastern, are discussed? How processes of intercultural learning can be initiated and how intercultural competences can be promoted? Learning methods are described for each topic.

Topic: Politics

During the seminar at the beginning of each exchange program every participant is requested to write down the date of a political event on a sheet of paper that has been the most important for his/her life or for that of their family. After that, all papers are put down on a time line and everyone explains why this date is the most important for him/her. The reactions are different. Many Palestinians want to put down more than one paper because there are several dates which are very important in their lives: the expulsion of the grandparents in 1948, traumatic experiences during the first Intifada beginning in December 1987 (death, stay in jail of a family member) and also the second (Al Aksa-) Intifada of September 2000 (curfews, study interruption etc.)

Germans view things in a different way. Politics are not that important to them, some write down the year 1945 when their grandparents were expelled from East Prussia or Silesia. These are starting points for discussions about expulsion. A few older students might remember May 1986 when they were frightened by the effects of the atomic catastrophe of the nuclear power station in Chernobyl. They were not allowed to drink milk or play in sand boxes for fear of nuclear contamination. The breakdown of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was decisive for the students from East Germany. It is very informative to see how certain events were perceived differently by both sides: The Second Gulf War in 1990, September Eleven….... 

What is remarkable is that politics are less important for the Germans, but the Palestinians “live” and “suffer” politics. For example, the check points when an Israeli soldier forbids them to go to the university and when Muslim women are humiliated by young Israeli soldiers because of their head covering. It is important to give the Palestinian students the time they need to tell their stories. They feel good when they feel that there are interested listeners. Such compassionate listening is the basis for a good learning atmosphere. Here pure knowledge transcends to a deeper, personal and more emotional level. This is important for overcoming prejudices. 

Political discussions about the conflict with Israel are very difficult and sometimes impossible. Many Palestinian participants see the Hamas terror as “military actions” and they accept this terror as a “legitimate method of resistance by an oppressed nation that is at war”. This justification is incomprehensible for the Germans. Discussions about this crucial issue include the following problems: it is difficult to argue for nonviolent resistance when people are traumatized by the fact that family members are in prison or have been killed by the Israeli soldiers. The German group first has to listen to the incredible situation of occupation and then to understand the humiliation of the Palestinian partners. On the other hand it is important to encourage those Palestinian teachers and students who are against the killing of innocent people by the Hamas and Jihad movement. These Palestinians are often in the minority.  

Topic: Religion

When we talk about “religion” in the context of the Israel-Palestine conflict, it is important to distinguish between the “hard” and “soft” sides of religion – a differentiation by Johan Galtung. Indoctrination, acceptance of absoluteness and religious enslavement can be the “hard” side of religion. The “soft” side of religion can be a source of strength for a commitment against oppression and a place for reconciliation. Theoretical inputs during the seminars refer to initiatives that support the dialogue of religions, like the Project of World Ethics (Küng/ Kuschel 1998), the World Conference of Religions for Peace or the Society of San Egidio. During the exchange programs we discuss religion using the following instructions:

“Please talk, as concretely as possible, about what meaning religion has in your everyday life. What religious celebrations and rituals do you practice? Listen to each other and try to understand without evaluating or devaluing!”

Often, the students have a lively discussion because there are so many differences and levels of religious involvement. In the Palestinian group are Muslims and Christians. Some of the Muslim women wear scarves and some do not. In the German group are active Christians of different denominations who are committed to church activities, Christians who do not practice religion and non-religious students. The talks are about prayers, Lent, abstinence of sex before marriage and about the meaning of religion as an orientation for daily life. When there is trust within the group, the exchange becomes more intense. That is why it is useful to integrate such talks into the final seminar after the visitors have had a chance to stay with host families and when there has been time for the growth of personal relationships between the students. 

“Are marriages between a Christian and a Muslim acceptable?” This issue is often discussed in a very lively way. A marriage between people of two religions is often forbidden in the traditional Palestinian society and even the Catholic Church is hesitating. Many students suffer when they are in love with a student of another religion. For modern couples that live in a less traditional environment, the common faith in one God may be a basis for a partnership. Reservations are sometimes less religious and more cultural. In contrast to this the Palestinians say that the European partnerships are based only on the emotional relationship of two people and are not good examples of marriage. The high divorce rate proves that. To their way of thinking, such a partnership needs the support and the agreement of the families and such a partnership would require a common base of values, like the same religion.

Topic: Gender      

The Gender issue includes the question of how much our being male or female affects our social position. Nowadays Palestinian women feel oppressed in two ways: They are politically oppressed by the occupation of Israel and culturally oppressed by the patriarchy. In Germany they see women enjoying many liberties. Women can go out alone, they live unmarried and after a divorce they can raise children, although, that is very hard for them. Simultaneously they view Western emancipation very critically. The more a woman works at a job does not correspond to an increase of the involvement of the man for the family. Arab women would not accept having a job if they had to leave the children alone. 

A good method for working with gender questions is to have separate male and female discussion groups. In a men’s group with German and Palestinian men and in a women’s group with German and Palestinian women we organize an exchange about personal experiences. When did you have your first girlfriend/boyfriend? Are sexual relationships before the marriage possible or impossible for you? We discuss the future: Do you want to marry? How old will you be then? How should the family work be divided between you and your partner? These talks in “gender-homogeneous groups” are planned for an evening at the end of the exchange and often they do not end before midnight.

Intercultural Competences: Understanding Intercultural Conflicts and Empathy.

These discussions enable the participants to see life situations from different perspectives. They are able to learn that their own views are not the only ones that are right. Topics include the ability to handle intercultural conflicts and the ability to empathize. The ability to handle intercultural conflicts implies, among other things, an understanding that my way of dealing with conflicts is not the only one. In the Arab culture critique is not to be said directly. Criticism is not expressed directly. No one wants to hurt someone else’s feelings by telling him directly, what he/she has done in a bad way. For Middle Europeans the behavior of criticizing with the help of a third person can be understood as unfair and “from behind”. But Arabs condemn the German attitude of criticizing face to face in an open way. The Germans like meta-communication. In an “honest” relationship everything has to be told and conflicts have to be tackled. Arabs are always able to get on with people in a friendly way, even if there is an unsolved conflict. 

In the students’ exchange since September 11, 2001 it was remarkable to note that the Palestinians see more and more negative things in the Western world. They refer to the high rates of suicide and divorce. For them it is incomprehensible that children “push away” their parents into old people’s homes when they are old. They criticize the materialism of the Western world and see the reason for that in the loss of religion. On the other hand, the Germans have always had reservations about the Oriental culture of the Arabs. In how far is it possible to live together in a culture that systematically oppresses women, that does not know democracy and that does not know how to run a productive economy? 

In an intense discussion the Oriental and Occidental views about sexuality and the roles of women in the society collide. A Palestinian student once closed a discussion with a remarkable sentence. “We have to respect each other because we are all victims of the way of thinking of our own society.” Social generalizations always get dangerous when they are self-righteous, a type of thinking in black and white that “cleans” and “colors” one’s own world and society and disparages the others. That type of black and white thinking is built on a mechanism, known as the mechanism of projection by Sigmund Freud. Exchange programs can help to overcome black and white thinking.

Intercultural Learning with a Vocational Perspective

The Norwegian peace researcher Johan Galtung uses two terms fitting to the Occidental and the Oriental world. He speaks of “me societies” and “we societies”. In the exchange meetings there is always a discussion about these two forms of society. The “me society” is the Occidental world and “we society” is the Oriental.

The Western world identifies itself especially with the values of individual freedom. The value of “me” such as liberty of opinion, free choice to look for a partner, choice of religion or the choice not to be religious at all. Also the emancipation of women and the choice of life conditions are Western values. One can decide to marry, to live together as a couple or to live together with someone of the same sex as a homosexual couple.

The Oriental world identifies itself, like other regions of the southern hemisphere, with the values of “us”. The “we” values of solidarity. The social net of the extended family is valued. It helps all family members, even over great distances. Religion is a close connection to God and to the community, which also believes in God. Partnership is limited to social contacts. A person who marries a partner also marries a whole family and so it is natural that the family has a say in the choice of partner. Children are not seen as a burden. They are the center of family life. They are its pride and joy. Old people are honored and the woman’s role is defined by the task of social integration.

Someone who wants to start a real dialogue between cultures must be able to criticize him/herself and has to know the limitations of his own lifestyle and culture. Only a person who is willing to learn from their dialogue partner has the ability to participate in a cultural dialogue. The partnership of the universities and the exchange program provides a good chance that the cultural dialogue to succeed. The collective learned experiences changes the students and affects their job choices later. Some of the former participants work in institutions of interreligious educational work, in institutions of international development and civil peace service, in the international youth formation and in social work with migrants (or immigrants?). Former Palestinian participants work for the Palestinian women’s movement and interreligious peace initiatives. Some have had access to a German advanced training program. I hope that in the future, they will be “bridge people” and mediate between the Occidental and Oriental world. 

In the future the cultural dialogue between the Occidental and the Oriental world will be characterized by a different view of life and by more and more contradictions. It is not an easy dialogue. But without controversies and arguments it won’t succeed. Dialogue partners need to realize that the Oriental and the Occidental worlds represent values that complement each other. The Western people need the experience of the “we culture” of the Oriental world.  The Oriental world needs the Western values, such as individual freedom, and the ability to think and act free from group pressure. 
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