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1.	 Opening1

The origin of the phrase, When the cannons roar, the muses are silent, appears in the 4th 
century BC in a play by the Greek writer of comedies, Menander, who wrote: Where 
violence prevails, the law loses its validity. Cicero, the famous Roman orator, improved 
the claim and said: Inter arma enim silent leges. Yet it is unclear what historical reality 
changed the saying when adapting it into the field of art and rephrasing it into the new 
wording, Inter arma silent musae, i. e. when the cannons roar, the muses are silent (Ofrat, 
2014). This phrase comes to mind because the missiles shooting from Gaza towards  
Israel’s towns are rumbling now, and the Israeli army is shooting back. The endless 
war between Palestine’s terror groups (Hamas, Hezbollah, radical Islam) and the Is-
raelis is making one of its ugly appearances. Yet the Israelis and the Arabs know that 
after a few days, sometimes weeks, both sides will stop the firing and come to a kind 
of arrangement until the next time when one of the sides decides that it is time to 
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1  Opening note: The article was written before October 7th, 2023, when Hamas, in Gaza, invad-
ed the territory of the State of Israel, murdered more than 1,200 peaceful people, many of them 
sleeping in their beds, others celebrating in a music festival, burned more than twenty villages, 
houses and livestock, kidnapped over two hundred and thirty people, women, children and babies, 
raped and murdered. The dreadful massacre shocked us, the Israelis and the entire free world. A 
terrible war in Gaza follows the brutal massacre in which Israel is trying to destroy Hamas, find the 
abductees and bring them back home. As a result, many thousands of Gazan Palestinians who are 
not Hamas suffer from a siege and are killed by the terrorist forces of Hamas who deny them access 
to sources of water and food, and by the Israelis who are pursuing the Hamas terrorists hiding and 
fighting entrenching themselves among the helpless Palestinian Gazans, using them as a shield.

Naturally, because of the timelines, the article has no reference to the war in Gaza or any aspect 
of the Palestinian-Israeli problem related to the occupied territories in the East Bank and Gaza. The 
locus of interest of the article is only the Jews and the Arabs who are citizens of the State of Israel.
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renew the ‘cannons roar’. This endless tragic cycle has been ongoing since 1948, the 
establishment of Israel. In the following topic, I’ll briefly explain the basics of Jews and 
Arabs – Israel’s citizens.

Here, in the opening, I want to draw the reader’s attention to the essence of the saying 
When the cannons roar, the muses are silent. It is based on a romantic assumption that 
the muse needs silence to make her voice heard. It perceives the existence of art as 
isolated from the hectic world. This classic claim is incorrect since we know of many 
examples in music, painting, theatre and literature in which the arts aim to penetrate 
the daily thunder of cannons (Ofrat, 2014). In the hectic times during wars, the arts 
have a unique alternative voice that should be heard. The questions in this context are: 
What influence can an artistic work have on the crowd? and Does this work have the 
power to bring change?

Research institutes across the world are abuzz with projects at the nexus of peace-
building and the arts. The International Center for Ethics, Justice and Public Life at 
Brandeis University in the United States is one good example; Israel’s Peres Center for 
Peace & Innovations is another. Yet the harsh reality of endless violence and interna-
tional warfare raises doubts about the art projects’ potential to effect change. Even so, 
I share with others the belief and hope that ways can be found to promote ideas and 
practices of peace and justice. While this may sound paradoxical and problematic, so 
is my assertion in this article: one must recognize the paradoxes deep-rooted in a con-
tinuous war for peace, cope with them and not lose hope. The frame of reference for 
this paradoxical assertion derives from my understanding of how Deleuze and Guat-
tari, both French philosophers, developed socio-political conceptions that struggle to 
break free from obvious terms and call for critique from which new possibilities can 
emerge, as will be explained later.

This article examines education for peace through means of the arts in Israel. It is not 
only a look at the ability/inability of the arts to shape a new reality but also a look at a 
steadfast struggle between different streams in Israeli and Palestinian education.

2.	 Basics on Jews and Arabs –  
Israel’s Citizens and the Place of Arts Education

According to the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics (2022), on 31 December 2022, the 
population of Israel was estimated at approximately 9.656 million inhabitants. 7.106 
million are Jews (73.6%), 2.037 million are Arabs (21.1%) and 513 thousand are others 
(5.3%). According to demographic estimates, the population of Israel is expected to 
reach about 10 million next year. Around 2 million of them are children and young-
sters at school.

These numbers set the starting point from which the picture becomes more complicat-
ed. The Jewish society is divided into many sectors: Secular, Traditional, Orthodox, and 
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Ultra-Orthodox (Haredim). Within these sectors, one must add a distinction between 
Mizrahi, Ashkenazi, veterans, and newcomers. Then there are differences among Jews 
who originated from Ethiopia, Russia, Morocco, Iraq, Europe, and other countries. 
All are communities, each of which has its own specific needs (Oren & Bar-Tal, 2006;  
Bar-Tal, 2007; Bar-Tal et al., 2017).

The Arab society is divided into many sectors, mainly Muslim, Christian, Druze, and 
Bedouin. Each has its secular and religious people, different tribes and unique needs. 
All have Israeli citizenship. Such a colourful divided population is a phenomenon 
hard to manage and conduct, yet Israel is a democratic country, the only democracy 
in the Middle East (Kumaraswamy, 2021; Bar-Tal, 2023).

2.1	 Arab Society: in Search of its Identity 

In recent years, public and research interest in the Arab population has been increas-
ing because of the understanding that this population has political, economic, and so-
cial implications for the entire society in Israel and not only for the Arab society itself. 
From the Annual Statistical Report on Arab Society in Israel (Haddad Haj-Yahya et al., 
2022) and from the historical timeline, it can be said that Arab society in Israel is un-
dergoing changes that present it with many challenges. After the independence war in 
1948, the Arab society lost its economic resources and political, intellectual and cultural 
leadership. However, being citizens of the Israeli state and an integral part of its socie-
ty, the Arab Israeli citizens who are divided into Arab Muslim, Arab Christian, Druze,  
Circassian and Bedouin ask themselves who they are. Questions such as: Are we  
Palestinian? Are we Druze/Bedouin/Israelis? Or just Palestinian Israelis? It is a com-
plex society that is in the process of awakening in which each sector struggles to find 
the true answer to its identity. Moreover, this search reveals contradictory trends 
within Arab society, just as in Jewish society, where religious forces fight each other 
and conservative political forces fight against liberal. 

Several government programmes have been implemented to improve the socio-eco-
nomic situation of the Arab population. But they were not enough to significantly 
reduce the gaps between the Jewish and Arab people in the country. Moreover, years 
of discrimination and exclusion of the Arab population in various areas of life require 
a deeper correction, especially in education, which is the focus of this article (Arar, 
2012).

The Arab education system is divided into sectors: Muslim, Christian, Druze,  
Circassian and Bedouin, and each educational stream has a curriculum that distin-
guishes it from the others. This division reflects that the state recognizes its Arab cit-
izens as a religious, linguistic and cultural minority but not as a national minority. 
Within these complex different streams struggle for their identity and status in Israeli 
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society. Arts education was the least of the Arabs’ concerns in their battle to ensure 
their place in the formal institutions and the public eye.

Research and professional literature indicate that Arab education in Israel went 
through a deep crisis after the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. Although 
a separate Arab education system was established, it was mainly from administra-
tive-organizational aspects. Supervision and choice of content remained the responsi-
bility of the Ministry of Education.

Although the Arab education system has undergone far-reaching changes during the 
75 years of the state’s existence, and there are growing numbers of educated people, 
many of whom are teachers, medical doctors, nurses, and engineers, the gaps are still 
large between them and the Jewish majority, and the cultural and political barriers are 
dangerous. History is ever-present.

Against this troubled background, I will now depict Jewish society and the place of 
arts education and its development.

2.2	 Jewish Society: a Perspective on the Place of Arts in 
Education while Searching for Identity

The education system in Israel has four main streams: general state education, na-
tional religious, Jewish ultra-orthodox, and Arab. The ultra-orthodox education sys-
tem has no core studies or art studies. In national religious education, art studies are 
marginal. The main part of the review herewith refers to the general state education, 
which is secular.

The history of education in Israel is rich in problems and conflicts arising from con-
flicting political situations and conflicting ideologies of education: the struggle be-
tween various trends that draw their influence from the European cultural tradition, 
the Zionist ethos2, and the will to untie from the Jewish conservative religious tradi-
tion. In this context, of conflicting trends the marginal status of aesthetic education in 
schools became a fact. Thus, as in any developing field, it is possible to uncover ten-
sions between opposing directions and conflicting thoughts, which sometimes seem 
to form a vicious circle from which there is no way out, and sometimes the solution 
itself may become a problem as was the situation in arts education as is now unfold-

2  The Zionist ethos is a rebellion against Jewish life in the diaspora. It represents a longing to 
change the image and status of the Jewish people, not only from a political and national point 
of view but also from a spiritual and cultural point of view. The Zionist movement believed in 
the uselessness of Jewish assimilation and the efforts to combat anti-Semitism in Europe. Instead, 
the Zionist movement promoted the idea that Jews should remove themselves from Europe and 
establish their own independent home to secure their national rights. The term Zionism (Barnavi, 
n. d.) is attributed to Nathan Birnbaum, an Austrian Jewish writer, in the 19th century, reflecting the 
Jewish longing for a return to Zion, a biblical synonym for Jerusalem.
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ing, and shown below in the concise overview of the development of aesthetic educa-
tion in Israel based on my previous works (Schonmann, 1999, 2000b, 2006). The aim 
is to understand better the climate in which the arts education field is still struggling 
to find its proper status in the formal education system.

From the early Jewish settlement in Israel until the end of the 1950s, secular society 
rejected part of the Jewish legacy out of a negative attitude towards what was consid-
ered a diasporic identity3 but identified with those elements in the legacy that suited 
the needs to build the Zionist ethos (Shapira, 1992). This paradoxical actuality relates 
to the dual attitude towards culture in general and towards the arts in particular. On 
the one hand, European secular culture is represented by the great spiritual leaders of 
the settlement who came from Europe and taught at the Hebrew University and aimed 
at the universal. On the other hand, there was an attempt to create a local, national 
culture in which the Bible was placed at the centre of consciousness.4

The late 1950s and early 1960s were defined in the Western world as the “Sputnik 
Crisis” years (Dickson, 2019). The success of the Soviet satellite launched into space 
in 1957 created a shock in the United States, and a campaign of harsh criticism of the 
education in the United States began; the demand to ‘return to the basic subjects’ was 
heard. This demand had a decisive influence on the education system in Israel, and 
it helped to push the arts out of the school to outside arenas such as museums and 
students’ clubs.

The central and constant problem of Israeli society during the formation of the state 
and the building of its institutions was to nurture wisely the ability to shape a mod-
ern and dynamic Jewish society and culture that would combine a modern social and 
economic structure with a new cultural identity rooted in the Jewish tradition and at 
the same time would rebel against some ideas in this tradition.

The 1970s were marked by cultural growth. The postmodernism movement in the 
world touched the heart of the developing arts in Israeli society but only reached the 
margins of the schools. The status of the field of arts education worsened even more 

3  The negative attitude towards the diasporic identity was built into the Zionist ideology from 
its early days, in the 19th century when the leaders of Zionism, such as Theodor Herzl (who was 
an Austrian Jewish journalist and playwright best known for his critical role in establishing the 
modern State of Israel), assumed that the Jews must deviate from living as a minority among other 
nations and establish their own state.
4  The understanding that the only solution for the Jews was to claim a separate independent Jewish 
territory is fundamentally a call to change Jewish values. Instead of religiousness, there is a need to 
start adopting a secular liberal approach. Instead of being distant from nature, there is a need for 
farming. Instead of focusing on the material interest of the individual there is a need developing 
tasks for the common good and for the state’s building. Most importantly was the quest to revive 
the Hebrew as the state’s official language. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda was the one who led the rejection of 
the use of Yiddish, which many European Jews then spoke.
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in the 1980s when technological advancement was prioritized. Business management, 
engineering and computers significantly influenced the educational processes in Isra-
el. Unfortunately, no political forces could protect the arts, and there was a real danger 
of the situation becoming worse.

With regard to public declarations, no one opposed encouraging the arts in education. 
In every professional conference, the policymakers stood up and announced their de-
sire to support and promote the arts in schools (Schonmann, 1999, 2007; Ben-Peretz, 
2009). Thus slowly, a change was seen in the 1990s, implying a pedagogical shift in 
arts education. Significant steps were made in writing curricula and integrating the 
arts – music, plastic arts, dance, theatre and cinema – within the official hours of the 
school day. But only a few hours were given, only a small budget was allocated, and 
there was a lack of professional teachers. This situation, unfortunately, lasts to this day, 
the twenties of the twenty-first century.

David Gordon, one of the leaders of aesthetic education in Israel, stated that among 
the classical forms of accepted knowledge in educational systems in the world, the 
only form of knowledge in the State of Israel that is not compulsory is the aesthetic 
form (Gordon, 1995). He named two main reasons for this. One is that the Jewish reli-
gious tradition did not emphasize the aesthetic. The second is related to the structure 
of the disciplinary studies according to which literature was studied as a compulsory 
subject for years and regarded as a substitute for the aesthetic.

However, the pedagogical shift of the 1990s mentioned above did not lead to a pro-
motion of arts education. From the 1990s until today, the education system in Israel 
prioritizes science and technology. The emphasis is on achievements and excellence. 
The arts decorate official documents, and the gaps between the declarations of the pol-
icymakers and their actions are evident. The main line is a policy of small additions 
instead of a leading policy that indicates direction and vision.

The brief perspective above makes it clear that arts education is an inseparable part of 
the historical developments of Israel as a state searching for its identity. It is connected 
to educational developments worldwide and is still struggling for real support.

3.	 Myths That Have Taken Root
Considering the extremely complicated Arab Jewish societies struggling to find their 
national and cultural identities and the marginal place that arts have in the formal ed-
ucational systems, I examine the possibility of peace education to succeed.

I point to three myths that have taken root as the reason for failure of many projects 
for arts for peace education:
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1.	 The myth of identity: ‘We are right’ and ‘They are wrong’.
2.	 The myth of a risk-free field for educational processes: The contact theory as a conflict 

solver.
3.	 The myth of the power of arts to transform reality: The languages of arts.

Finneran (2008) analysed thoroughly the relationship between myth and knowledge: 
“Myth, in essence, serves to describe knowledge; whether at an official documentary 
level or at an informal level of practice; and whether from a theoretical ‘thinking’ per-
spective or from a practical ‘working’ one” (p. 128). Exposing a myth does not mean 
that something is not valid. In fact, every myth can have its opposite. Still, in essence, 
the virtue of discussing myth in this article’s context is in its power to evoke a clear 
sense of how deeply ingrained and sometimes imperceptible some assumptions can 
be.

3.1	 The Myth of Identity: ‘We Are Right’ and ‘They Are Wrong’

In conflicting situations, when a society tries to build its identity, the many layers of 
identity formation can conflict with one another. The attempt to reconcile one socie-
ty claiming, ‘We are right’, and ‘They are wrong’ and the other with exactly the same 
claim becomes almost impossible. The arts enter this minefield with hesitation and 
hope. Research studies speak to the success of art projects in dismantling traps and 
mines along the way on the new social and cultural-artistic realities (among others: 
Bamford, 2006; Bresler, 2007; Ijdens, Bolden, & Wagner, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2020; 
Jörissen, Unterberg,  & Klepacki, 2023). However, overcoming obstacles in the Is-
raeli educational system is more complicated than the available literature describes. 
Since there is no formal policy for peace education and arts education is marginal, 
as we learn from the above account, the Jewish-Arab relations were pushed out of 
the schools’ curricula and, to a certain extent, were able to be managed mainly by 
non-profit organizations (Salomon & Issawi, 2009; Lazarus, 2015; Basman-Mor, 2021). 
Moreover, the ongoing violence between Israel and the Palestinians in Gaza and the 
West Bank influences the Arab-Israeli Palestinians and penetrates in different ways 
into the Jewish society, setting off a storm of contradictory ideas about who is to be 
blamed and how to solve the unbearable turbulent situation. Thus, the We against 
They in general, and in this chapter context, ‘We are right, and they are wrong’ stance 
can result in extreme expressions, as in the following example.

In the 1980s, the Municipal Theatre of Haifa presented a bilingual Arab-Israeli ver-
sion of Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot. The director, Ilan Ronen, intended to ‘close’  
Beckett’s ‘open’ text within the Israeli political context. The classical, symbolic tree was 
replaced by scaffolding, and Arab actors who spoke Hebrew mixed with Arabic words 
were the builders, Vladimir and Estragon. The play transformed its original ambigu-
ity to a definite place and time, stating the problematic situation of the Arabs’ life in 
Israel. The political interpretation of the well-known play aroused the resentment of 
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the right wing in Israel, pleased the left but could not even slightly alter the conditions 
of the Israeli Palestinians. Vladimir and Estragon were so involved in the dramatic 
situation that they lost any sense of aesthetic distance and thus affected the audience’s 
reactions as if they were spectators at a football game. These reactions occurred every 
evening, including one when I was there with a group of high school teenagers who 
saw this play as part of their studies a few months before their recruitment to the army.

Because of the explicit political stand and the proximity between the performance and 
the real-life situation, because the aesthetic distance disappeared, we, as spectators, 
found ourselves in a sea of real-life turbulent feelings that prevented us from enjoying 
the artistic performance. A few students were so upset that they lost their self-control 
and responded to the stage with hisses, shouting to the Arabs to get lost, to leave the 
country. The Arabs in the audience reacted and shouted back, and many curses and 
ugly accusations were heard in the hall. Finally, in their great frustration, the actors 
left the stage (Schonmann, 2006, p. 103).

More than forty years have passed since this traumatic dramatic experience. Yet only 
a few attempts were made to stage it again in the same format, and only very few po-
litical plays are on the stage. The myth of identity, ‘We are right’ and ‘They are wrong’, 
became even more difficult to struggle with in real life over the years, and the theatre 
avoids approaching this minefield.

Truth on stage is not about imitating real life but about representing it. Watching a play 
should give the spectator a substitute in the sense of representing an abstract; an idea, a 
moment of excitement, a thrill, a symbol and with it, the opportunity to break out of the 
concrete surrounding us. The Waiting for Godot example failed to do this. This experi-
ence, along with others, taught me to be very cautious regarding the assumption that art 
projects can present a situation parallel to everyday life and thus pave the way for insight 
and personal change to resolve bloody conflicts. Peace activists should search for solu-
tions by deciphering the socio-psychological dynamics of societies in conflict, as Dan-
iel Bar-Tal and Amiram Raviv (2021) did in their remarkable book, Comfort Zone of a  
Society in Conflict, in which they explain that in contrast to controlled conflicts, some 
are uncontrollable. They maintain that the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians 
is uncontrollable and can last for centuries.

In a climate of growing mistrust between Jews and Palestinians, Israeli citizens, and 
against the background of cannons rumbling from terror groups from Palestinians in 
Gaza and the occupied territories in the West Bank, the Israeli-Palestinian war inten-
sifies each decade and fuels the myth of contrasted identities. When myths become 
bottomless, each side feels strongly that the truth belongs to it alone. Thus, I came to 
doubt the power of art to facilitate polarized stances in contexts of war, violence and 
human rights violations. Raising doubts is inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s (1994) 
philosophy, which I’ll explain later in the last part of the article, The Paradox of Con-
stant War for Peace.
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3.2	 The Myth of a Risk-free Field for Educational Processes:  
The Contact Theory as a Conflict Solver

How can one respond to dozens of empirical and theoretical articles that almost sanc-
tify the status of the arts in education and define the field of arts in education as the 
most important area for developing creativity, self-expression, healing and commu-
nication. In their ways of understanding the arts, giants such as John Dewey, Herbert 
Read, Nelson Goodman, Elliot Eisner and Maxine Green have paved the way to ac-
knowledge the crucial function the arts can have in education. Their followers gave 
reasons to develop the idea that arts education is a risk-free field for educational pro-
cesses. The great work that UNESCO is doing on the social-cultural dimension of the 
arts (Seoul Agenda, 2010) shifted the spotlight to the social and cultural functions of 
arts in education (for example, Berggraf Saebo, 2016; Lum & Wagner, 2019).

It seems impossible not to agree with all the declared good intentions and many em-
pirical studies from around the late 1990s. However, the above mythical approach 
gave birth to the understanding that arts activities are a safe place for the educational 
process.

I challenge the thought of a risk-free field and argue that a huge gap exists between 
the intentions, processes and results. In another work (Schonmann, 2014), I argued 
that the many axioms spreading around the successful results of research in arts for 
peace education are often no more than mantras, slogans or wishful thinking. Arts 
for peace education is a relatively new combination of applied fields, and it envisages 
that the whole society will be involved in constructing a culture of peace. Building on 
earlier discourse (Cohen, 2014; van Erven, 2014; Dietrich, 2014; Bamford & Qvortrup, 
2014; Harris, 2014; Özsoy, 2014; Mousumi De, 2014), I continue to question ways to 
examine the claim that arts education is a risk-free field for educational processes. 
Unfortunately, there is not much documentation on the methodology and the evalua-
tion of many of the projects described over the years (Cohen-Evron, 2007). Moreover, 
promoting peace through the arts has become controversial among Israeli researchers 
(Elkoshi, 2007).

Based on his personal experience working with Jewish and Palestinian Israeli groups 
at Haifa University and based on rich theoretical literature and research studies fo-
cused on Jewish and Palestinian Israelis group interaction, Ramzi Suleiman (2004) 
found that “Palestinian participants prefer to shift the interaction to the intergroup 
level while Jewish participants prefer to shift it to the level of interpersonal communi-
cation” (p. 327). He highlights the asymmetry embedded in any Jewish and Palestinian 
encounter. The asymmetry in minority-majority relations produces different respons-
es. He suggests “maintaining the intergroup dimension at the centre, not yielding to 
the pressure coming from the Jewish participants who try to impose a ‘veto’ on polit-
ical and conflictual concepts” (p. 335). As a psychologist, Ramzi Suleiman’s analysis of 
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common planned encounters between Jewish and Palestinian Israelis is based on his 
field of knowledge, and his version is provocative and enlightening. The social-psy-
chological aspect is of great importance; however, my experience as an arts educator 
in the same university, working at the same time with students in the education facul-
ty, shows different results. Since my planned encounters were in-with-through thea
tre-drama projects, the negative stereotyping and prejudice on ‘the other side’ were 
projected onto the characters in the play; the political tension burst into the planned 
encounter depending on the way one chose to present the fiction regardless of the 
national belonging to the majority or the minority. In the context of peace education 
in Israel, I found that projects that were accepted operating in schools (in theatre, 
drama, music, visual arts, and films) in which I was involved for years, since the 1990s 
(Schonmann, 1996a; 2002), all projects have started with great hope to achieve change 
in the students’ thinking, were conducted with great enthusiasm, but the results were 
vague. The apparent achievements disappeared when a wave of terror broke out again 
in the streets.

There is a great difference in elements, ways of conduct and the result of planned 
encounters based on the arts, as against common planned encounters. Still, one con-
clusion seems clear that, in the Jewish-Arab-Israeli context, which faces great hurdles, 
peace education via planned encounters, with art or without art, should be reconsid-
ered and challenged with new ways of problematization of the many issues involved.

The myth of a risk-free field of arts education is based, among other things on the con-
tact theory as a conflict solver. The “contact hypothesis”, which developed into a con-
tact theory, was introduced in the 1950s by Gordon Allport. The idea was that direct 
contact between two hostile groups could promote tolerance, acceptance and improve 
social relations. Allport (1954) suggested that contact between members of different 
groups, under certain conditions, can reduce prejudice and intergroup conflict. He sug-
gested four conditions for intergroup contact to have positive effects: equal status, in-
tergroup cooperation, common goals, and support by social and institutional authorities.  
UNESCO, for example, endorsed the idea as a key to improving social relations; thus, 
the contact theory’s benefits were endorsed worldwide. Everett (2013) claims that this 
recognition of the benefits of contact drives modern school exchanges and cross-
group buddy schemes. In his article, he reviews some of the vast literature on the role 
of contact in reducing prejudice, looking at its success, mediating factors, and recent 
theoretical extensions.

However, my experience with Jewish and Arab groups to create substantial contact 
via drama-theatre projects on reducing hostility and prejudice succeeded only to a 
limited extent and for a short time. In the long run, it failed to escape prejudice and 
stigmatization (Schonmann, 2000a, 2002). Contact between the other group mem-
bers never occurred outside the classroom walls, and during war or terror attacks, 
no members from either side came to the artistic activity. It was incredibly difficult 
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to gather the group each time again; the mistrust deepened, sometimes quarrels and 
accusations became even more violent, and the direct contact was a risky encounter. I 
have learned that although there are advantages to the contact theory, there are disad-
vantages, which are sometimes too unsafe to play with.

Trying to analyse the failure, I found that the four conditions that Allport originally 
posed (equal status, intergroup cooperation, common goals, and support by social and 
institutional authorities) were not well thought-out in my projects, nor in other art 
projects. It is unrealistic to expect group members living daily in fear, anxiety, and 
hostility to have sufficient opportunities to engage in positive contact with opposing 
members in art projects that are so limited in time and resources, unequal status, hid-
den goals, and not having real support by institutional authorities.

Although in recent research, Allport conditions seem unnecessary, for example, Petti-
grew & Tropp (2006) argued that Allport’s conditions should be best seen as facilitat-
ing rather than essential, their conclusion mostly refers to common contact activities, 
not necessarily art projects. Adding to that, Everett (2013) reminds us that recent work 
on the role of intergroup contact in reducing prejudice via direct (face-to-face) con-
tact has changed to include indirect contact.

The myth of arts as a powerful instrument in societies in war is misleading. Therefore, 
peace activists’ best intention to bring change needs to be re-examined. In the follow-
ing section, I re-examine this crucial issue while trying to generalize the idea of the 
ability/inability of the arts to shape a new reality.

3.3	 The Myth of the Power of Arts to Transform Reality:  
the Languages of Arts

The myth of placing the power of the arts at the centre of educational projects aims to 
change the culture of schools which is still a culture of crowd, power and assessment, 
as Jackson (1968) has argued in his classic book, Life in Classrooms. On the one hand, 
some endorse Sarason’s (1971) ironical assertation that the more that schools change, 
the more they stay the same. But on the other hand, many others believe in the power 
of the arts to transform reality and endorse the arts as a valuable means for cultural 
change. Still, the critical question remains: Can the arts transform reality?

Looking at the history of the arts, do we have examples of artworks that cause, initiate, 
or bring about change in any society? Do we have examples of an impact that could 
empower people to stand up for the political or social cause they believe in and change 
the situation? Picasso’s Guernica, for example, which was painted in 1937, a few weeks 
after the Nazis had bombed Guernica. The painting is a biting demonstration against 
evil, and it made a tremendous impression and attracted wide responses, yet it did not 
empower people to act.
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Every successful work of art creates a community of fans and draws a wave of reac-
tions. Sometimes the responses are agitated and extreme. A good example can be 
seen from Goethe’s book, The Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774, which created a panic 
around the suicides of young men who were touched by the novel. ‘The Werther Sui-
cides’ were seen as an epidemic in Europe.

Today, the panic surrounding that phenomenon seems to be an exaggeration of vari-
ous religious authorities, who feared the book would corrupt the youth. From the Ro-
mantic movement perspective, it was one of the main novels in German literature that 
influenced the later Romantic movement. However, from a social perspective, only 
a few individual cases of suicide can be related directly to the influence of the novel.

In a similar way, although from a different point of view, here is another example from 
the theatre in the Israeli context, The Queen of the Bathtub, a satirical cabaret by Han-
och Levin, who wrote it against the euphoria after the Six-Day War and the personali-
ty cult of admiring generals in culture and media. It was first performed at the Cameri 
Theater in April 1970, during the War of Attrition, and about three years after the  
Six-Day War. But unfortunately, the show caused a public uproar and was dropped 
after less than a month and a half.

Levin’s works are, in a certain sense, the Israeli version of the anti-war work of Bertolt 
Brecht. In the case of The Queen of the Bathtub, Levin insisted on presenting Israeli 
pride as a fart, simple in meaning, and the stabbing of the great myth of the generals 
and its explosion as a balloon.

However, the play did not activate the public to think about the war and its justifica-
tion. On the contrary, people were euphoric about being winners and mourning the 
sons who were killed in the war. The play failed to affect reality, but some images were 
strong and prevailed.

Images are the power of the arts to impact the soul. And they create the languages of 
art. Symbols, in and out of the arts, are the building blocks of images. What I have 
learned from Goodman (1976) is that …

“Use of symbols beyond immediate need is for the sake of understanding, not 
practice; what compels is the urge to know, what delights is discovery, and com-
munication is secondary to the apprehension and formulation of what is to be 
communicated.” (p. 258)

Furthermore, what I found so important to this discussion is his assertion that: “what 
we read and learn through a symbol varies with what we bring to it” (p. 260). Follow-
ing Goodman’s wisdom, we may propose that the essence of art experiences is not 
only to discover the world through our symbols but to “understand and reappraise 
our symbols progressively in the light of our growing experience” (p. 260). The es-
sence of art experiences is perceived through the imagination, through images created 
in our head which express themselves through the languages of art.
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I borrow from Scharfstein’s (1989) image that impressed me, saying that the power 
of art is like the song of the birds. It can serve at the same time as a factor that binds 
individuals that make up a group and yet preserve the uniqueness of each member.  
Scharfstein clarifies that every art expresses the individual’s need to live beyond him-
self. Even though it is a personal claim, I read it as implying social conclusions and 
hints at the power of art to provoke a response.

My point thus far is that the power of the arts is not in the influence it has on direct so-
cial or political change but on the influence on the mind, on our cognition and of the 
spirit of human beings in the deepest sense (see also Schonmann, 2019). The mythical 
concept that the arts have the power to be used to change reality prevents us from 
deepening our understanding of the true power of the arts, which is their languages, 
which stem from their unique entity to heightened consciousness and to fight indif-
ference. Therefore, based on the understanding that context and conventions change 
with the times, I argue that peace education should be seen not as a target but as a 
possible result of a well-planned artistic activity in which the creative aesthetic work 
is at the centre.

4.	 The Paradox of Constant War for Peace
When myths like those described above hover over arts for peace education, it is easy 
to understand how any idea that avoids these myths is perceived by various groups 
on both sides of the struggle as a deviation or even sometimes a betrayal of the ‘right’ 
educational activity.

There are many writings on the ‘right’ educational activity for peace education. 
Among others worth arguing with is Gur-Zeev’s philosophical stance, which calls 
against speaking in the language of moral politics, “Present-day peace education fails 
to submit non-contingent justifications for its claims, practices, and hopes for a state 
of peace that is not a mere violent/stable, political construct” (Gur-Zeev, 2007, p. 300). 
He challenges the mechanisms of normalizing education within its ideology; peace 
education is encouraged and calls for counter-education within which truth, consen-
sus, justice, and peace are not offered. “Counter-education offers a need for a radically 
different concept of peace and an alternative conception of education” (ibid., p. 311). 
It is beyond the scope of this article to address the various interesting conflicting as-
sumptions that peace researchers are arguing with. My route is built on the belief 
that arts for peace education have their own place within which the arts are the main 
component, and peace is a possible result to be achieved, as I argued above and will 
continue to pinpoint.

By arguing the myths, I must challenge the classic concepts of action in the field: 
search for truth, direct contact, and a universally understandable human language in 
which dialogue is a condition. These ideas strive for clarity and remove obstacles, but 
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the results are tricky in practice. Thus, I offer a challenge to start internalizing living 
in the shadow of absurdities and paradoxes. Live peacefully with doubt and accept 
that life is an accumulated complex of contradictions and paradoxes. Albert Camus, 
the French philosopher, maintained that life is absurd; it cannot be an end but only a 
beginning (Camus, 1970, p. 201). I read this assertion as opening gates to hope.

I draw the strength to suggest such a challenge from Deleuze, who together with 
Guattari, developed socio-political conceptions that struggle to break free from obvi-
ous terms and call for critique from which new possibilities can emerge.

Deleuze’s thinking is an alternative way of approaching ideas that enable the above way 
of thought to emerge. It calls for rhizomatic thinking that aims to offer a radical un-
derstanding of ontological processes as dynamic and mutating assemblages. Deleuze 
proposed non-hierarchical, decentred relationships with many points of connection 
and possibilities. For example, he claims that the image of the tree for culture should 
be opposed: “We’re tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radi-
cles. They’ve made us suffer too much. All of arborescent culture is founded on them, 
from biology to linguistics” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 15). Ideas have no beginning 
or end but are always in the middle, as Dave Holmes and Denise Gastaldo have un-
derstood: “[…] the rhizome is open at both ends. It has no central or governing struc-
ture, neither beginning nor end. As a rhizome has no centre, it spreads continuously 
without beginning or ending and basically exists in a constant state of play. It does not 
conform to a unidirectional or linear reasoning” (Holmes & Gastaldo, 2004, p. 261).

The basic idea that I endorse for our context is that multiplicities are not simply at-
tributes of an assumed unity such as multiple identities, as, for example, Dave Nicholls 
(2015) clarifies, but as he continues to explain, the rhizome can help us formulate 
principles that describe all multiplicities beyond the botanical realm. Nicholls stresses 
that rhizomatic thinking would always operate simultaneously as assemblages and 
not as a binary way of approaching situations. He reminds us that arborescent ideas 
have been very powerful in recent history and have governed how we think, learn, 
and organize ourselves and our time. To my understanding, Deleuze makes it possible 
to maintain vigilance for the legitimacy of many possibilities, thus offering a fertile 
breeding ground for doubt. The basic principle of doubt is uncertainty which raises 
the need to interpret reality continuously and free ourselves from myths that bind us 
from being able to explore new possibilities. Deleuze and Guattari offer relevant ways 
of understanding the new communication forms emerging in the 21st century. With 
their approach, AI language models may find ways to be assimilated into education. 
The idea of the rhizome provides a new approach to knowledge and how to think 
about problem-solving.

Adapting the rhizomatic thinking to the field of arts for peace in education helped 
me better understand what may be inconceivable, that is to say, internalizing living in 
the shadow of absurdities and paradoxes. For example, the disturbing mental images 
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that the Israelis have of the Palestinians and vice versa, the disturbing mental images 
that the Palestinians have of the Israelis created unbridgeable gaps because the truth 
in their basic assumptions is based on the tree image that avoids rhizomatic thinking.

Living with contradicting certainties is a constant war for peace that embraces dynam-
ic and mutating assemblages and encourages the national identity agenda. I contend 
that understanding and accepting the paradoxes as a reality while freeing ourselves 
from the critical myths that have distorted our perception of reality could allow for 
better times of hope.

The expression war for peace gets a challenging interpretation in Murad Idris’s book, 
War for Peace: Genealogies of a Violent Ideal in Western and Islamic Thought (20185). 
Idris pursued the argument that in political-theoretic discourse, peace is a troubling 
idea: “War is for the sake of peace has been central to the history of political thought 
across place, time, and language, and it remains central to official and public discours-
es” (ibid., p. 315). He explains that “the genealogy of peace draws attention to its mor-
alizing structure of reflection, domination and acquiescence that authorizing wars for 
peace, in the name of peace” (ibid., p. 315). His original and hard stance to perceive 
clarifies, “The paradoxical position of peace – opposed to war, authorizing war – is en-
capsulated by the claim that war is for the sake of peace” (abstract to the book, Oxford 
Academic, 2018). War and peace indeed contain a series of binaries. This simplistic 
binary, he thinks, shields peace from critique. Idris takes the peace idea as a problem 
to be discussed in political thought.

As much as I am impressed by Idris’s deep analysis and clear arguments, I cannot ap-
prove of his thinking in the context of this article. His field of political science took 
him to arguments and methods that are not in the realm of arts in education. I use 
the oxymoron war for peace in its rhizomatic paradoxical context, intending to attain 
peace through the power of the war to support the desire for peace as a platform to 
influence, following the philosopher, Albert Camus, who maintained peace as the only 
battle worth waging (Camus, 1945).

Because the political reality in the Middle East is one of absurdity, there is much to be 
said not only on behalf of goodwill on both sides but also on behalf of a great deal of 
imagination, wisdom and creative ingenuity to recognize the absurdity of both sides, 
to wage war for peace, and to transform this bleeding reality into a peaceful one.

5.	 Closing
Arts for peace education is not a scientific discipline. It is an emerging eclectic field 
of knowledge that draws from various fields, including sociology, psychology, phi-
losophy, history, communication and, of course, the many arts. In general, planned 

5  I thank Benjamin Jörissen, who refers me to this book. 
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programs are designed to create contact with conflicting narratives in which each side 
claims its ‘truth’. It aims to increase tolerance and understanding of the ‘other side’ 
and thus, hopefully, change to a better life. I have tried to challenge the premise that 
peace education via the arts in the context of intractable conflict is a promising way 
to achieve change. Instead, I see arts education as a goal for art’s sake, assuming that 
the languages of the arts are the gate to a meaningful life. A change can optimistically 
be one of its results.

My arguments developed on two levels: relevant research literature and experience. 
Questions about the proximity between life’s situations and art and the power of the 
arts to release or relieve aggression and hardship are not abstract but very concrete 
for me. Accepting the challenge of living in a constant war for peace, in the shadow of 
absurdities and paradoxes, while maintaining that absurd life cannot be an end, only 
a beginning, as I have learned from Albert Camus, is an option of opening gates to 
hope.
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