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Abstract 

Public school systems tend to operate as a lens into general public discourse, a way to determine how 

successive generations are moulded from students into citizens. History and civics curriculums are sites of 

history making, where cultural and historical narratives, mythologies and ideas are created, transmitted 

and explored, often for the first time. It has become clear that successive generations of new Israeli 

citizens (and non-citizens) are exposed to a single historical and mythological narrative, intentionally 

designed to legitimate the occupation and erase the many systemic race and class-based problems in Israel 

from the general public discourse, particularly given that in Israel, citizenship is defined racially. The 

question that remains, however, is what does citizenship in Israel mean to the divergent communities that 

make up Israel’s population? 

This study of citizenship, Zionism and the creation of national narratives in the Israeli public education 

system, and Palestinian-Israeli reactions to it, demonstrate that Israeli society is too complex to have a 

single national historical narrative in its public schools. Through textbooks, curriculum design and 

education policy in government, the singular vision of history utilized by the Israeli Ministry of Education 

creates and reifies social inequalities and racial hierarchies and disintegrates community bonds across 

ethnic, religious and class lines. Such a system renders the populations of Israel divided, antagonistic and 

ultimately precarious, and helps to reinforce the problem of ethno-nationalism operating in an ostensibly 

liberal-democratic framework.  

 

 



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

First and foremost I must gratefully acknowledge my Supervisor, Cynthia Levine-Rasky and (co)-

Supervisor, Richard J.F. Day for all of their support and assistance, intellectually, emotionally and 

occasionally financially throughout this project.  

Many thanks to Atef Moadi from the Follow-up Committee on Arab Education, and Dan Goldenblatt 

from IPCRI, both of whom provided incredible data and resources I would not have found anywhere else; 

Nurit Peled-Elhanan for her hospitality, patience, and time, as well as her help in the field making 

connections with my interview participants and permission to use some of her methodology as my own; 

The Canadian Friends of Hebrew University for their financial assistance; 

My friends in Resnik Dormitory for giving me a home and community while abroad; 

Mikhail Bjørge; 

And finally my mother, Roni Sheps. 

 



iv 

 

Statement of Originality 

I hereby certify that all of the work described within this thesis is the original work of the author.  Any 

published (or unpublished) ideas and/or techniques from the work of others are fully acknowledged in 

accordance with the standard referencing practices. 

 

Stephen Sheps 

 

September, 2014 



v 

  

Table of Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... ii	  

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................................................... iii	  

Statement of Originality ............................................................................................................................... iv	  
Table of Contents  ......................................................................................................................................... v 

List of Figures .............................................................................................................................................. vi	  

Dedication .................................................................................................................................................. viii	  
Chapter 1 Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1	  

Chapter 2 Theory ......................................................................................................................................... 11 

Chapter 3 Methodology ............................................................................................................................... 33	  
Chapter 4 The Jewish Sector: Israeli Teachers and Textbooks ................................................................... 60 

Chapter 5 The Arab Sector: Gaps in Knowledge, Gaps in Citizenship .................................................... 105 

Chapter 6 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 151	  
Appendix A ............................................................................................................................................... 162 	  

Appendix B ............................................................................................................................................... 171 

Bibliography .............................................................................................................................................. 173	  
List of Textbooks ...................................................................................................................................... 177 

 

  

  



vi 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1: Jabareen, Yousef and Ayman Agbaria (2011). Education on Hold. Nazareth: Dirasat Arab 

 Center for Law and Policy P. 21 

Figure 3.1: Bar-Navi, Eli. (1998) The Twentieth Century: A History of the Jewish Nation/People in 

 Recent Generations, for Grades 10–12. Tel-Aviv: Sifrei Tel-Aviv/Mapa P. 221 

Figure 3.2: “Walking Through Lion’s Gate.” http://img.jspace.com/narkis-dayan-rabin-1967-

 jerusalem2-m-100751.jpg (accessed August 11th, 2014). 

Figure 3.3: Aden, Hanna (2001). To Be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State. 

 Jerusalem: Maalot/Israeli Minsitry of Education P. 290 

Figure 3.4: ibid, P. 333 

Figure 4.1: Avieli-Tabibian, K. (2001) 1870-1970, The Age of Horror and Hope:  Chapters in History for 

 Grades 10–12. Tel-Aviv: Centre for Educational Technologies Publishers P. 170 

Figure 4.2: Garnot, Avi Noam (2002). Democratic Israel: Heritage Studies, Citizenship and Democracy, 

 for Intermediate Level. Israel: Reches Publishing and Educational Projects Centre P. 45 

Figure 4.3: Ben-Mokha, Chaim (2009). To Be a Citizen of a Country: Principles of Democracy in the 

 State of Israel. Givatim: Moran Pedagogical Initiatives. Cover 

Figure 4.4: Domka, E., et. al (2009) Travels in Time: Building a State in the Middle East.  Jerusalem: 

 Zalman Shazar Centre P. 58 

Figure 4.5: ibid, full page. 

Figure 4.6: Bar-Navi, Eli. (1998) The 20th Century: The Twentieth Century: A History of the Jewish 

 Nation/People in Recent Generations, for Grades 10–12. Tel-Aviv: Sifrei Tel-Aviv/Mapa P. 166 

Figure 4.7: Domka, E., et. al (2009) Travels in Time: Building a State in the Middle East.  Jerusalem: 

 Zalman Shazar Centre P.102 

Figure 4.8: ibid P.119 

Figure 4.9: Aden, Hanna (2001). To Be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State. 

 Jerusalem: Maalot/Israeli Minsitry of Education Table of Contents. 

Figure 4.10: ibid P. 80-81 

Figure 4.11: ibid P. 94 

Figure 4.12: Adwan, Sami and Daniel Bar On (2001). Learning Each Other’s Historical  Narrative 

 Volume 2. Beit Jallah, PNA: Prime P. 40 (Hebrew edition) 

Figure 4.13: ibid P. 44 (English edition) 

Figure 4.14 Roth, Dalia (2008). Intermediate Level Hebrew. Israel: Academon Publishing P. 71 



vii 

 

Figure 5.1: Garnot, Avi Noam (2002). Democratic Israel: Heritage Studies, Citizenship and 

 Democracy, for Intermediate Level. Israel: Reches Publishing and Educational Projects Centre 

 P. 372 

Figure 5.2: ibid P. 331 

Figure 5.3: Aden, Hanna (2001). To Be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State. Jerusalem: 

 Maalot/Israeli Minsitry of Education P. 48-49 

Figure 5.4: ibid. P. 48 

Figure 5.5: Bar-Navi, Eli. (1998) The 20th Century: The Twentieth Century: A History of the Jewish 

 Nation/People in Recent Generations, for Grades 10–12. Tel-Aviv: Sifrei Tel-Aviv/Mapa P. 13 

Figure 5.6: Segev, Mira et. al (2010). Planning and Spatial Development: A Textbook for  Geography and 

 Environmental Development. Jerusalem: Tal/Israeli Ministry of Education P. 183 

Figure 5.7: Rap, E. and Fine, Tz. (1998) People in Space: A Geography Textbook for 

 9th Grade. Tel-Aviv: Centre for Educational Technologies P. 246, 248 

Figure 5.8: Garnot, Avi Noam (2002). Democratic Israel: Heritage Studies, Citizenship and 

 Democracy, for Intermediate Level. Israel: Reches Publishing and Educational Projects  P. 197 

Figure 5.9: Bar-Navi, Eli and Eyal Naveh. (1999) Modern Times, Part II: The History of  the People of 

 Israel. A History Textbook for Grades10–12. Tel-Aviv: Sifrei Tel-Aviv/Mapa P. 238 

Figure 5.10: Garnot, Avi Noam (2002). Democratic Israel: Heritage Studies, Citizenship  and 

 Democracy, for Intermediate Level. Israel: Reches Publishing and Educational Projects  P. 172 

Figure 5.11: ibid, P. 196 

Figure 5.12: ibid, P.197  

Figure 6.1: Bar-Navi, Eli. (1998) The 20th Century: The Twentieth Century: A History of the Jewish 

 Nation/People in Recent Generations, for Grades 10–12. Tel-Aviv: Sifrei Tel-Aviv/Mapa, Front 

 Cover  



viii 

 

Dedication 

 

To my Grandparents, Jack and Lillian Soroka, without whom this project would have not been possible. 

 



 1 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The history of modern Israel is brief but incredibly complex society based on ethno-nationalism 

and a series of immigration waves designed to unite the Jewish community into a single, 

ostensibly democratic space. The diversity of ethnicities creates a volatile space where the 

national narrative presented to both its citizens and the world is of a liberal, democratic nation-

state in the Middle East, while the material reality resembles something closer to an ethnocratic 

regime. This nation-state was built on a historic space and emerged from the ashes of one of the 

greatest tragedies of modernity. The question that remains, however, is what does citizenship in 

Israel mean to the divergent communities that make up Israel’s population?  

 Public school systems tend to operate as a lens into general public discourse, a way to 

determine how successive generations are moulded from students into citizens. History and civics 

curriculums are sites of history making, where cultural and historical narratives, mythologies and 

ideas are created, transmitted and explored, often for the first time. It has become clear that 

successive generations of Israeli citizens (and non-citizens) are exposed to a single historical and 

mythological narrative, intentionally designed to legitimate the occupation and erase the many 

systemic race and class-based problems in Israel from the general public discourse, particularly 

given that in Israel, class is defined racially. This study of citizenship, Zionism and the creation of 

national narratives in the both the Jewish and Arab sectors of the Israeli public education system, 

and Palestinian-Israeli reactions to it, demonstrate that Israeli society is too complex to have a 

single national historical narrative in its public schools. Through textbooks, curriculum design 

and education policy in government, the singular vision of history utilized by the Israeli Ministry 

of Education creates and reifies social inequalities and racial hierarchies and disintegrates 
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community bonds across ethnic, religious and class lines. Such a system renders the populations 

of Israel divided, antagonistic and ultimately precarious, and helps to reinforce the problem of 

ethno-nationalism operating in an ostensibly liberal-democratic framework.  

 Several scholars have explored Judaism, Zionism and the state in relation to the way that 

textbooks represent the Palestinian people and the history of the Israel/Palestine conflict, 

including Ruth Firer, (1985, 2002, 2004) and Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2004, 2009, 2010). Many of 

these studies identify problematic representations of the Palestinian people within History and 

Civics textbooks and note the absence of what Michel Foucault has termed “counter-historical 

narratives” (1984). Many of the studies also demonstrate that these same textbooks implicitly 

suggest a particular reading of what it means to be both Jewish and Israeli. Textbooks are 

designed to serve the interest of the dominant socio-political discourse; in the Israeli case, that 

dominant point of view is rooted in a contemporary form of political Zionism, one that is deeply 

rooted in the belief that the Jewish nation is bound to the historic land Israel. In this context, I am 

using Zionism to describe an ideological form of Jewish ethno-nationalism, a theoretical-political 

discourse that can be linked to other forms of political liberalism, nationalism and settler 

colonialism.1 The contradiction found here is in the notion that Israel can be both a liberal, 

democratic nation-state and an exclusively Jewish-dominated country. Textbooks are designed to 

explicitly operate under this assumption—one civics textbook used across multiple public sectors 

(secular, religious, Arab) is titled To Be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State—

which places the contradiction into a convenient, focused frame.  

                                                        
1 There is a large historical body of Zionist literature dating back to the late 19th century that originated in 

central and Eastern Europe in Ashkenazi Jewish communities. The common thread linking 19th century 

Zionism to the contemporary context is the belief that the Jewish people are a nation and that the Jewish 

national homeland is Israel. In this particular project my focus will be on the way that Zionism appears to 
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 There is a problematic notion within the Israeli education system whereby Jewish, Zionist 

and Israeli values get intermingled, creating a split in identity. Where is the line drawn between a 

Jewish education and a Zionist education? According to Nurit Peled-Elhanan, “[Israel] takes the 

ethnic nation, not the citizenry as the cornerstone of the state, creating a democracy in the 

diminished form” (2009, 93-94). Even when looking beyond the primacy of Jewish culture and 

values to its cost for Arab culture, there exists within the Jewish community many different 

ethnicities and socio-historical backgrounds. Jewish culture, and even the religious interpretations 

of Judaism, are in many cases a by-product of one’s own unique background – that is to say that 

the Ashkenazi experience is very different from the Mizrahi, both in terms of life in the Diaspora 

and perhaps even more pronounced within the Israeli socio-economic and cultural milieu. In the 

classroom, framing Israel as an exclusively Jewish state reinforces the inability to examine the 

issue of Palestine, excluding it as a legitimate option from the discourse by default. Exclusions 

and erasures form part of the many moments where “othering” (Goldberg, 2008) occurs as a 

function of institutional power and design, yet such exclusions are equally and perhaps more 

visibly a part of Jewish/Israeli socio-cultural representation. As such, full citizenship in Israel is 

defined racially almost by default (Goldberg, 108). 

 This project seeks to question what occurs in the classroom in the Israeli secular public 

school systems. I conducted a series of ethnographic interviews with teachers from various 

socioeconomic backgrounds, ideological positions and across ethnic and religious lines, as well as 

NGO directors representing both Israeli Jewish and Palestinian-Israeli interests. Textbooks and 

the images contained within them will act as supplementary sources of information and provide 

concrete examples of what discourses high-school students of all ethnic and racial backgrounds 

are exposed to in schools operated by the Israeli Ministry of Education. 
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 Paulo Freire alludes to the idea of the oppressed in his critique of education, affirming the 

relationship between the oppressed and death. The oppressed have been shaped by death and have 

been reduced to the status of “things” by the oppressors. This ties into the existing literature on 

the absence of Palestinian histories in Israeli textbooks, such as the studies conducted by both 

Ruth Firer (1985, 2002, 2004) and Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2004, 2009, 2010). Peled-Elhanan 

asserts that Palestinians are represented as either “types or tokens” and framed in the language of 

either a “problem or a threat” (2009, 94-96). “In order to regain their humanity they must cease to 

be things and fight as men” (Freire, 55). Yet if those who are oppressed are represented to 

successive generations of oppressors to be mere things, or, in the case of Palestinians, do not have 

the opportunity to even develop a sense of history and community in the education process, how 

likely are the Palestinians to meet Freire’s “radical requirement” of entering the conflict not as 

mere objects but as potential human equals (ibid, 55)? According to Foucault, Power/Knowledge 

relations contribute to producing and shaping social realities. But as he also suggests, these social 

relations are reversible and come with the contingency of thought-therefore the capacity for 

resistance is endemic to any power relation (Gordon, cf. Foucault, 1994, xx), giving the potential 

for the Freireian “radical requirement” to come to fruition.  

 The upcoming chapter is where I will stake out my theoretical and socio-ontological 

positions through an investigation of the relationship between liberalism, education and the 

nation-state. Throughout this chapter, I will challenge existing conceptions of the liberal nation-

state and explore the inoperable conditions created when ethnicity and democracy collide, 

drawing in part from my own experience as a member of the Jewish community through an 
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exploration of the Jewish people’s historical and mythological relationship with Israel.2 Through 

an interrogation and critique of key figures in liberal theory (Kant, Kymlicka, Taylor) and the 

relationship between liberalism, education and ethics, this theoretical chapter outlines the key 

assumptions I will be working with throughout the remainder of the study: that education is never 

neutral and is inherently political; that nationalism and national narratives are often reinforced in 

textbooks. I will interrogate the idea of legitimate knowledge and how it is tied to the Levinasian 

conception of the “other” demonstrating that legitimate knowledge is tied to the project of nation 

building. Finally I will integrate ethics, critical pedagogy and critical race theory into my critique 

of the Israeli secular public education system. Ultimately in this chapter I will argue that Israeli 

secular public education is not the liberal institution it claims to be, and reinforces the ethical 

failure of the state (in a Levinasian sense) to a significant portion of its citizens. 

Chapter three will outline my methodological framework, which is an integration of 

discourse analysis, ethnography and social semiotics. The bulk of my analysis emerged from 

ethnographic interviews I conducted while in Israel from January through May 2012. These 

interviews will also be supplemented by images, text boxes and excerpts from contemporary 

Israeli textbooks authorized by the Ministry of Education for use in the classroom and an 

alternative textbook developed and used by teachers and NGOs to teach counter-histories to their 

students, a textbook that has yet to receive ministry approval. Attention will be given to layout, 

spatial orientation and the ideological implications of using visual and textual references as a 

pedagogical tool. 

                                                        
2 While my own Jewish background provided motivation and foundational knowledge for this project, the 

goal is not to pass any moral judgments on Israel as a Jew but instead to help situate my positionality and 

my critique.  
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 The dissertation will unfold as an emergent ethnographic text. This particular technique 

will allow the opportunity to reflect on the personal intersecting with the social, primarily in how 

it “illuminates the culture under the study,” (Ellis, 211). The stories told to me range in length and 

scope, and each subject’s background is unique. There are interviews with Jews of different 

ethnic backgrounds, Arab Muslims, Christians and Druze, each of whom offer uniquely personal 

accounts of how they view the education system they are a part of, how they teach and why. The 

interviews range from the mundane to the deeply political, with each subject, regardless of 

background, displaying a deeply passionate and emotional connection to the classroom and the 

unique challenges that come from living in such a complex place. In addition, I have included an 

extended section of my field diary, which features personal reflections on my time living in a 

dormitory almost exclusively with Arab students of different religions while in the field. This will 

allow my own experiences to be present and for my subject position to be as transparent as 

possible. 

Gunther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwen (1990, 2001) have developed a method of reading 

images known as multimodal discourse analysis. Nurit Peled-Elhanan, whose own research into 

Israeli textbook design acts as a launch-point for my own intervention, has utilized this method of 

inquiry throughout her studies. Kress and Van Leeuwen owe much of their theoretical and 

methodological framework to Roland Barthes and the idea of semiology (1967, 1977), 

acknowledging Barthes’ notion that the meaning of the image is dependent upon and often 

anchored to the verbal text (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1990, 3). However, they wish to break 

down this hierarchy and in a sense level the playing field between image and words, reminding us 

that writing is itself a form of visual literacy (ibid, 2).  

Peled-Elhanan (2009) discusses the idea of layout as an important factor in understanding 

textbook design, and in turn, how social practices become discourses via a process of multi-
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modality. Multi-modality according to Kress (2003, cf. Peled-Elhanan, 2009) is the idea of 

reading a textbook in any way other than linear; meaning is transmitted throughout the book, not 

just through the words on the page. “Layout, like any other part of the text, is ideological and 

motivated by the interests of the producer of the sign vis-à-vis his or her assumed audience. It is a 

complex sign intended to transmit a message to the reader,” (Van Leeuwen and Kress, 1995, cf. 

Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 95-96). Schoolbooks are products of a power base designed to structure and 

convey the meanings of histories along a dominant–marginal spectrum, much like what Freire 

asserts as the “banking model of education” (Freire, 55-58, 62). Teachers are expected to deposit 

the narratives into the minds of their students, while the students are expected to memorize, 

internalize, and repeat the instructions, while preparing for rigorous, state mandated matriculation 

standards. While this approach to education might seem inconsistent with the Foucauldian 

approach to Power/Knowledge, the capacity to resist the demands of the state is always present in 

both teachers and students. It is the exploration of potential for resistance that makes up a 

significant portion of the interviews, particularly with those subjects who openly identify as 

“political teachers.”  

 The fourth chapter is where the substantive analysis begins. Interviews, images and 

samples from textbooks from an Israeli Jewish perspective will be the primary focus of this 

section. The divide between the Jewish and non-Jewish points of view in the school system is 

intentional and operates on a number of levels. In particular, given the hierarchical nature of 

Israeli society, where certain religious beliefs are privileged over others, starting from the Jewish 

point of view makes sense. Adding to it is the diversity of the Jewish community within Israel 

across ethnic/racial lines, which extend into the realm of social class divisions. Some of the 

Jewish teachers I interviewed self-identified as Ashkenazi (of central and eastern European 

descent), some as Mizrahi (of ‘eastern’ or Arab descent – Mizrah is the Hebrew word for east), 
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and some identified as having mixed backgrounds. These race and class based distinctions are an 

important part of secular Israeli Jewish society, yet these distinctions are not often discussed or 

even explored in the west. Furthermore, as these stories highlight, the differences come out in 

terms of the politics of the students, the kinds of schools the students study in, and the general 

experience of Israelis.  

 In particular, the single national narrative found in contemporary history and civics texts 

fails to address these racial and ethnic complexities, instead focusing on the predominantly 

Eurocentric, Ashkenazi influenced Zionist reading of history and Israel’s place within the 

western, liberal-democratic milieu. Furthermore, the teachers identify the continued existence of 

racial/ethnic hierarchies that are reinforced through socioeconomic status. Several teachers who 

work in “rough, working class” neighbourhoods identified their students as primarily Mizrahi and 

in some instances also the children of migrant workers. These students fall outside of the 

dominant order and are given less to work with, not more. 

 The next chapter will continue the substantive analysis, this time with an emphasis placed 

on the Arab and Palestinian-Israeli educational experience within the Israeli system, as well as 

that of a teacher who worked in an experimental bilingual and bi-national school in the bi-

national village of Neve Shalom. Textbook layout and images will be highlighted throughout this 

chapter with special attention given to the maps and how borders are framed for students on all 

sides, as well as how Arabs and Palestinians are visually represented in Jewish textbooks. The 

textbook is a political document, produced with an explicit ideology and informed by the general 

public discourse of the nation-state at the time of production. Textbooks produced for the Israeli 

ministry of Education are no exception to this process. One of the primary functions of state-

mandated education is to help make students into citizens. Given the impact of the 

Israel/Palestine conflict on all the citizens of Israel, irrespective of ethnic and religious 
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background, it is possible that through the educational progression, the way national narratives 

structure textbooks and course content impacts student perspectives on the conflict, particularly 

given the link between public education and citizenship. When one considers the delicate balance 

between the Israeli Jews and Palestinian-Israelis, it is not unreasonable to expect that differences 

in historical and political narratives would be found in textbooks produced for the Jewish and 

Arab sectors, yet this is not actually the case.  

 Beyond issues with textbook design and content, this chapter will also highlight the 

disparities between Jewish and Arab schools under the Israeli Ministry of Education, including an 

overview of the severe lack of funding and classroom shortages that plagues the ‘Arab Sector’ 

and proposed solutions from the leading Arab-Israeli Education NGO. This section includes first 

hand experiences from Palestinian-Israeli teachers who are working within this precarious system 

and addresses challenges with the role of the military and national service as well as the ‘Bagrut’ 

matriculation exams which both act as a gateway to citizenship. There is a tendency for students 

coming from Palestinian-Israeli/Arab neighbourhoods and villages to lack the support and 

resources necessary to pass these exams, making matriculation, a necessity in order to attend 

post-secondary institutions, a much greater challenge than for their Jewish neighbours.  

 When a state defines its citizens racially, this definition extends throughout all of the 

state’s institutions and practices; the education system is no exception. Therefore is it possible to 

reimagine an education system that allows for a face-to-face encounter without engaging in the 

politics of recognition? The final chapter will attempt to bridge the divergent experiences of the 

teachers and complete my critique of the liberal nation-state. The tendency to privilege some and 

marginalize others is a regrettable yet seemingly intractable component of liberal democracies 

and an inherent problem of settler-colonial rule. Israel, given its relative age, size and diverse 

population, as well as the ongoing (threat of) violence, makes these issues all the more visible: in 
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an ethnocracy, lives will necessarily be precarious and rendered other by virtue of ethnicity in 

order for the state to function in the way it has been designed. As such, the conclusion will 

explore the contradictions of both Israel and the liberal state form, using Levinasian ethics and 

Judith Butler’s critique of Zionism to illuminate the contradictions. The structural failure of 

Israeli democracy negates the very possibility of a reimagined education system predicated on 

dignity, equality of opportunity and an ethical responsibility for all others without reimagining the 

makeup of the entire nation-state.  
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Chapter 2 

Theory 

Public Education shapes the attitudes, perceptions and understandings of culture, history, politics 

and social life and is critical to the way citizenship is created and reproduced. As such, it can be 

assumed that any publicly funded education system is designed, either implicitly or explicitly 

with the intention of moulding students into citizens (Freire 1970; Apple 2004). A state based 

education system is predicated on reinforcing the status quo of the societies associated with that 

and to create the conditions necessary to keep life in motion. Education is not a passive process; it 

is dynamic and fluid, but also represents the interests of those who have the most to gain from 

maintaining some form of de facto consensus. Education is linked to power, to capital, to 

industrial production, to race, gender and class relations. Michel Foucault (1975) suggests that 

education acts as a reflection of the state back onto its citizens, but it is more than that; it is a 

complex series of interconnected systems and structures that most people, especially students and 

teachers tend to take for granted (Apple, 2004). Education is discursive as well as material, rooted 

in history and the production and dissemination of narratives and language as well as more 

positivistic facts and figures. Most important to this discussion is perhaps the archival component 

of public education, where social and cultural memory is taught as a method of maintaining the 

status quo.  

 As Michael Apple suggests in the preface to Ideology and Curriculum (2004), a critique 

of education should not merely aim to discover “what knowledge is worth the most?” but must 

also include the question “whose knowledge is worth the most?” (2004, xix). This second 

question helps to identify many of the issues educators face in areas of major social, historical 

and political conflict, where populations are divided on ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic 
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lines as well as across the more closely examined questions of race, gender/sexuality and class. 

The State of Israel fits this much more complex division of peoples in a particularly complicated 

and challenging way. If one were to make the liberal assumption that at least the latent function of 

public schools is to make students into citizens (Freire, 3), and the gateway to full citizenship in 

Israel is through both matriculation and mandatory military or national service, how then does 

everyone fit into a supposedly universal public system when not everyone has access to full 

citizenship upon its completion? This is when one can see the interrelation of education, power 

and access coming to bear on the life of individual students, where it becomes clear that some 

knowledge is worth more because this knowledge opens access to citizenship, and in effect, 

personhood.  

 As I have argued in the introduction to this thesis, public education is clearly a reflection 

of the power of the liberal nation-state. In most western contexts, the way this power is 

maintained is often buried in the subtext of the state’s institutional structures and general public 

discourse.3 In Israel, the population is too diverse and the state is too small for any structural 

problems to be hidden; instead these issues are in plain sight, appearing in policy, in textbooks, 

and quite visibly in the unequal, hierarchical and racialized nature of citizenship that the public 

education system fosters – a racial citizenship that remains unrecognized both in Israel and 

abroad in public discourse. 

 Given that the state of Israel presents itself as a modern, multicultural, liberal democracy, 

yet also as the Jewish state, it occupies a paradoxical and unstable position between liberal 

multiculturalism and ethnic nationalism. Historically, the nation-state has been viewed as the 

linking of a nation – a culture, and ethnicity, a people – with a state form. The paradox lies in the 

                                                        
3 Of course there are obvious exceptions to this statement, as the case of indigenous Canadians and African 

and Hispanic Americans demonstrate rather explicitly. 
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idea that Israel can operate as the Jewish State as well as a democratic and multicultural one4. 

This contradictory position contributes to and emerges out of the continued violence within Israel, 

exacerbating the contentious relationship between the Jewish citizens of Israel and the 

Palestinians who live within its borders and under Israeli occupation. Israel has attempted to be a 

nation-state rooted in the western, liberal multicultural tradition. However it is difficult to suggest 

that such a paradoxical arrangement is feasible or operable given the political conditions on the 

ground and the public education system in Israel plays a significant role in maintaining these 

inoperable conditions.  

 In order to gain a greater understanding of the complexities found in public education in 

Israel, it becomes necessary to explore the relationship between Zionism, liberalism, community 

and culture and how these theoretical concepts operate in the classroom, particularly in terms of 

the way the Other is framed and understood. There is a specific group of theorists whose 

scholarship intersects with the complexity of the Israeli public education system, each of whom 

shall be explored in greater depths in this chapter: Of equal importance are the works of Michael 

Apple, Michel Foucault, and Paulo Freire on education, power and control. Emmanuel Levinas’ 

work concerning ethics and the other, Zionism and Judaism is foundational in this setting and will 

be interpreted through a post-anarchist influenced reading of his theories, indebted to the work of 

both Simon Critchley (1999, 2007) and Richard Day (2004). The use of Levinas in this context is 

rooted in his own conception of ethics, which emerged from his experiences both as a Talmudic 

scholar and philosopher as well as a Holocaust survivor. His experiences in the Nazi camps gave 

                                                        
4 This complex problem has been the subject of renewed debate in the Knesset (Israeli Parliament) in 

recent months; a controversial “Basic Law” has undergone revisions towards constitutionally defining 

Israel as the Jewish nation-state in order to bolster the Jewish identity of the country. This new Basic law 

comes at the expense of both the self-proclaimed democratic, multicultural characteristics of the state as 

well as empowers Jewish priorities at the expense of the Palestinian population (Yadgar, 2013). 
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him a unique insight into the effects of existing as the other. Given that this project seeks to 

explore and critique notions of Jewish ethno-nationalism from a Jewish perspective, Levinas’ 

theoretical framework offers a window to understanding Jewish thought and Jewish ethics in 

relation to the other. In addition I will use the recent works of Judith Butler (2009, 2012) and 

David Theo Goldberg (2002, 2008) who develop their respective critiques of Zionism through a 

Levinasian lens, to enhance this framework. Finally, Nurit Peled-Elhanan’s research on textbooks 

and curriculums in Israel provides first-hand insight into the material realities of such a complex 

problem. 

Background 1: Understanding the Liberal State  

 Will Kymlicka (1989), attempts to defend liberal beliefs surrounding the individual vis-à-

vis culture and community, by describing the ways in which cultural membership actually lies at 

the heart of the liberal conceptions of both justice and the relationship between the individual and 

community (2-3). Kymlicka argues that “we [liberal individuals] understand ourselves as 

sovereign moral agents” (61, emphasis added), and that we require certain acts of moral judgment 

and confirmation of said judgment in order to have confidence in our ideas. Kymlicka’s primary 

concern is found in the concept of a free individuality that could render the self as existentially 

uncertain of the value of life’s purpose. He claims that humans alone consider ourselves to be 

morally sovereign. Kymlicka (channelling Rawls) inherently comes from a place where the 

‘good’ is given by a moral construct to which an individual ought to ascribe. When the primary 

‘good’ is considered to be self-respect, liberals believe that such a ‘good’ is secured by 

“providing the conditions for freely judging and choosing our potential ends.”  These conditions 

are protected and enforced by a state whose institutions are intentionally of neutral political 

concern (Raz, 91, cf. Kymlicka, 51-55).  
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 The issue of voice and voicelessness acts as an avenue into understanding another well-

known intervention in liberal theories of multiculturalism, an example of which is found in 

Charles Taylor’s (1992) discussion of the politics of recognition. Taylor argues that our identities 

are profoundly shaped by recognition – or misrecognition – of our identities by others. Modernity 

has brought about the conditions under which the individual, personal identity does not enjoy 

(general) recognition a priori—it has to win the recognition through exchange and the attempts 

often fail. These conditions establish a political dialectic based on either recognition of universal 

identities or recognition of particularities. However, according to Kymlicka, liberalism equally 

values both access to groups in which one has a ‘voice’, and the possibility of ‘exit’ from these 

groups, as important aspects of freedom of association. The public sphere should limit not only 

the political power of religious groups but also the power private groups exercise over their own 

members (cf. Rosenblum p. 60). This concept of liberal freedom of association cannot possibly 

work under certain conceptual frameworks. Liberal Zionism, for example, by its very creation as 

an ethno-national political expression, denies the possibility of limiting political powers of certain 

religious sects within the broader ethno-cultural community.  

 According to Taylor, the politics of neutral concern should be abandoned instead for a 

‘politics of common good’. This may seem contradictory, but Kymlicka suggests that a liberal 

state can promote a common good via the creation of a mechanism for supporting individual 

preferences into a sort of social choice. The difference between liberal and communitarian 

practices is not in the idea of a common good, but instead what makes that common good exist—

the way it is envisioned is the key. Liberals envision this via a process of combining preferences. 
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Common good is therefore adjusted to “fit the pattern of preferences and conceptions of the good 

held by individuals” (77).5 

 The welfare or demise of particular conceptions of the good, and therefore, the  welfare or demise 

 of social unions of a particular character is not the business of the state…any attempt to halt, 

 reverse or slide into cultural homogeneity will generate injustice, given a liberal perspective 

 (Cragg cf. Kymlicka, 79). 

 
Neutral concern ceases to be an issue here. Taylor’s social thesis creates empirical doubt about 

the potentiality of liberal neutral concern, centering on the concept of a ‘culture of freedom’, 

which liberals require, yet there is a sense that freedom requires a base level of cultural pluralism. 

However there is still a sense, even if one were to adopt Taylor’s understanding over Kymlicka’s 

that institutions within the liberal nation-state depend on their supposed neutrality in order to 

function the way they are intended to by state actors. 

Background 2: Kant & Levinas: On Violence and the Other 

 Immanuel Kant’s contributions to modern liberal political and sociological discourse 

cannot be underestimated or undervalued. The liberal nation-state and its entire judicio-legal 

system and social contract are indebted to Kant, and indeed Kantian Moralism. Kant argues that 

moral laws are distinct from all other principles, stressing the difference between empirical, 

practical knowledge and morality’s purity. Moral laws to Kant are therefore “a priori to him 

[man] as a rational being” (Kant, 2001, 147). 

 [For] in order for an action that should be morally good, it is not enough that it conform to the 

 moral law, but it must also be done for the sake of the law, otherwise that conformity is contingent 

 and very uncertain…Now it is only in a pure philosophy that we can look for the moral law in its 

 purity and genuineness (and, in a practical matter, this is of the utmost consequence): we must 

                                                        
5 It must be noted that Kymlicka and Taylor argue what liberals should believe and certainly disagree with 

each other on a variety of points; however, when looking at their beliefs from a perspective outside of 

liberal thought, it is easier to recognize the points they share. 
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 therefore begin with pure philosophy (metaphysic), and without it there cannot be any moral 

 philosophy at all (Kant, 149, italics in the original). 

 
Kant’s emphasis is placed on three principles, of purity, universality and duty, rejecting the 

possibility of the infinite, of contingency or of the legitimacy of obligations performed outside of 

moral law. He stresses duty for the sake of the law, which relies upon the idea that one’s duty to 

both the self and the state is mandated by the principles of the laws themselves, setting up the 

categorical imperative which demands that one act in such a way that one treats humanity, 

whether in one’s own person or in the person of any other, never merely as a means to an end, but 

always at the same time as an end (1993, 30). The flipside of course is Kant’s insistence upon the 

marriage of action to duty. This effectively means that moral value is derived from the principle 

of the intent of the action rather than either the action as such or its results (2001, 158), creating 

the categorical imperative that one is “never to act otherwise than so that I could also will that my 

maxim should become a universal law” (ibid, 160). If one must act according to this categorical 

imperative, the assumption is that any action is based upon the moral value of the intent of the 

action and must be consistent with the law, which itself is morally determined. Therefore, while 

not analogous to the idea of the golden rule (due to the assumed universality of laws), the first 

categorical imperative operates under a similarly structured, individualistic and universalistic 

framework of a maxim of ‘do unto others as you would have done unto you.’ The inverse of this 

proposition creates conditions for both violence and reciprocal violence due to the morally 

justifiable intention of the action.  

 Levinasian ethics provide a strong counterpoint to the Kantian philosophical position that 

underpins liberal theory, particularly with respect to their differences on the framing of individual 

actions. Levinas asserts that violence is found in “action in which one acts as if one were alone to 

act” (1990, 6). It is as if the all other subjects were only there to receive the action; consequently 
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then, violence is also any action we “endure without at every point collaborating in it” (ibid, 6). 

The ‘one’ Levinas identifies could either be an individual subject or the nation-state, acting alone 

as an individual entity. This is almost entirely antithetical to Kant’s position, given that to Kant, 

the intention is what matters, not the action or the consequences of it.  

 Through his framing of the face and the reconstitution of ‘thou shalt not kill’ as an ethical 

demand rather than a moral law,6 Levinas takes this interpretation of the face of the other from a 

conception of space and temporality as well as consciousness. In terms of space, there is a tacit 

recognition that any space one claims as home might have always belonged to the other. He 

draws on Pascal’s concept of ‘Place in the Sun’ as a colonial moment whereby the image of the 

usurpation of the entire world comes to be, where oppression, repulsion and exclusion are the 

norm rather than the exception (in the sense Agamben uses the term).  

 One has to respond to one’s right to be, not by referring to some abstract and anonymous law or 

 judicial entity but because of one’s fear for the Other…It is a fear of occupying someone else’s 

 place with the Da of my Dasein; it is the inability to occupy a place, a profound utopia (Levinas, 

 1990, 82). 

 

How then does this idea of occupation of space relate to the face? When otherness is always 

rendered precarious7, there is a sense of mortality that comes from a face-to-face encounter; an 

experience Levinas calls an exposure to the invisible death (1991, 145). The face summons the 

                                                        
6 In this context, the distinction between morals and ethics is that ethics implies contingencies and 

responsibilities. Morality implies adherence to a specific code. The rule of law that Kant advocates would 

be a prime example of a moral code and a moral position. However one can break the law and still be an 

ethical person. In the Levinasian sense, all actors have an ethical responsibility to any other, and this sense 

of responsibility is what makes contingencies possible. 
7 The idea of precarious otherness is a reference to Judith Butler’s book Frames of War (2009) and the 

concept of precarious life. She utilizes this terminology to describe the material conditions that many 

groups who have been rendered as ‘other’ must endure, including the Palestinian people. 
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other, calls it forth to engage with death so deeply that the subject becomes complicit despite not 

necessarily having any personal involvement in it:  

 I had to answer for this death of the other and to accompany the Other in his mortal solitude. The 

 other becomes my neighbour precisely through the way the face summons me, calls for me, begs 

 for me, and in doing, so recalls my responsibility and calls me into question (1990, 83, 

 inconsistent capitalization in original). 

 
This is a part of the asymmetrical ethical relationship Levinas first described in Time and the 

Other. There is a sense of infinite responsibility for the other that always exists, even if this 

responsibility is devoid of guilt. Fear for the death of another subject, another person, is an 

existential dilemma that all subjects must deal with. There is a dual intentionality at play here, 

given that the responsibility is both by the other and for the other that questions whether or not 

one’s own sense of being can exist before the recognition of the face of the other.  

Racial Palestinianization—the Other Embodied. 

 Levinas claims one cannot have a sense of being prior to the recognition of the face, 

which is precisely why the relation to the other is an ethical question rather than a matter of 

ontology. Levinas interrogates whether the ability to exist is justifiable, but always in the context 

of the justification of the other’s ethical experience. As he states: “I begin to ask myself if my 

being is justified, if the Da of my Dasein is not already the usurpation of somebody else’s place” 

(85)—the second time he invokes the idea of a metaphysical usurpation. But in this context, one 

of Levinas’ most famously misquoted ideas truly comes to bear; when Levinas asserts the 

Palestinians have no face, he is tacitly recognizing the invisibility of Palestinian existence. 

 The question of space and place provides a sense of clarity for the Palestinian experience: 

The Naqba and the displacement of the Palestinian people, geopolitically, spatially, and 

temporally given the erasure of Palestinian history, culture and identity from the territory—an 

erasure reinforced in the Israeli public school system (Peled-Elhanan, 2009; 2012). Levinas 



 

 20 

theorizes about a denial that the other may have ever occupied a particular space at a particular 

time, that the usurpation and denial of the other’s existence is common practice by both sides and 

for both sides. Death is always other to the other in this situation, the face is masked, the 

responsibility ignored. It is ethical before it is ontological, especially when the encounter with the 

face is denied. Instead of an invisible yet inevitable death, we have the denial of life as well as the 

denial of the responsibility for that life. To Levinas, the encounter with the alterity of death is 

analogous to the encounter with the alterity of the other person, “as though the approach of death 

remained one of the modalities of the relationship of the other” (Goldberg, 55; Levinas, 1987, 

234).  

 Goldberg defines “Racial Palestinianization” as a process whereby the Palestinian 

peoples have become the targets of violence, repression and political and economic exclusion 

almost entirely due to belonging to an inconvenient race. Yet this relationship is formed just as 

much out of necessity as it is out of fear (114-115). 

Israel necessitates itself for the refusal of Palestine’s realization, and as that necessity is insisted 

upon itself and enacted, it contradictorily fuels [the separatists’] pipe dream of Palestine, of an 

independent Palestinian state rather than mutually recognized respect and a common coexistence 

(Goldberg, 115).  

 
Goldberg’s concept of Racial Palestinianization manifests itself in the policies of security and 

regulation enacted by Israel over the Palestinians, with exclusion and subjugation as principle 

narratives of the strategy. The more territory what Israel refers to as the security fence encircles, 

the more the Palestinian people are driven towards a literal interpretation of what Foucault calls 

“the suicide state” (Foucault, 2003 cf. Goldberg 2008, 126). The suicide state manifests itself in 

the form of suicide bombings as a means of resistance to the occupation. And yet it is precisely 

this suicide state that has provided the Israelis’ rationale to continue building the security fence as 

a small part of a process to ensure the protection, public safety and the greater good of the Israeli 
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population.8 The literal manifestation of the suicide state perpetuates a circle of violence, not to 

mention a culture of victimhood on all sides of the fence. Each side views the other as the 

aggressive enemy force, yet the fundamental difference between the sides is found in the methods 

and language employed. While the Palestinians look at the conflict from the position of the 

colonized and exploited, the Israelis tend to frame the Palestinians as an aggressive existential 

threat, in need of discipline and containment; Palestinian human rights are eliminated from the 

equation in order to ensure that Israeli-Jewish Human rights are protected.  

 Goldberg insists that in order to understand these contemporary struggles, one must 

“think racially” in terms of both the nature of citizenship and the historical context of the state’s 

formation. The Palestinian local population that existed prior to the creation of the state was 

framed as savage, underdeveloped—the direct descendants of the primitive biblical Philistines, or 

their existence was denied altogether. As an underdeveloped society, the Palestinians were 

characterized as lacking in all things modern and perceived as disregarding the need for liberal 

culture. Zionism made the Jewish imperative to settle the land a conflation of ethno-nationalist 

desires to escape the burden of being a Pariah people and the desire to modernize. Therefore the 

very nature of the state is both “racially configured [and] racially representative. And those 

insistent racial traces persist despite the post-Holocaust repression of race as social reference” 

(108-109). 

 Goldberg asserts that Israel requires Palestinians in order to justify its existence. It cannot 

exist without them “conceptually as much as materially as much as emotionally” (114). This need 

is not so much about labour or maintaining the illusion that Israel is a western, cosmopolitan 

society, but rather it requires the presence of a visible, existential Other to justify militarization 

                                                        
8 The security infrastructure includes not only the security fence but also the system of separate roads, 

military and civilian checkpoints and settlement projects in the occupied West Bank. 
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and to perpetuate its mythology of victimhood, dating back to the Jewish pariah mentality from 

previous centuries. Ultimately, what this means is that the state itself is based on the restriction 

for this existential other of the same sense of self, statehood and security that Israel longs to have. 

This longing by Israel reinforces an existential and material contradiction almost immediately 

from the state’s inception—Israel relies on the Palestinians in order to exist, and demands 

recognition from the other without recognizing or justifying any reciprocal demand in return. 

 As a part of defining itself through racial configurations, Israel has become 

presumptively white and European; Israelis are brothers-in-arms with the [Christian] Americans, 

and in keeping with the way that Americans operate under a cloak of racial invisibility, its racism 

and whiteness is rendered equally invisible to observers on the outside. As a result, this 

constructed whiteness of Israel not only makes the Palestinians the antithesis of Israeli-ness, 

(neither Jewish nor White), but it also makes for an unsettling situation for Mizrahi (Arab) Jews 

as well.9  

In the complex codes of Israel’s raceless racial history, Mizrahim occupy a status as not-quite-

white, moreso than the Palestinian citizens of Israel, to be sure, but less so than the whiteness, the 

Europeanness, of Ashkenazim. Mizrahim look a little like Israel’s post-Apartheid “coloureds.” 

[…] To a degree, Arab Jews became pan-ethnicized in Israel, Zionized in their pan-ethnicity even 

                                                        
9 This resonates with the history of Musrara and the rise of the Israeli Black Panthers. According to an oral 

history of the neighbourhood provided to me by Reuven Abergel, one of the last remaining Israeli Black 

Panthers, the Musrara neighborhood was an Arab neighborhood (known as Moshara at the time) directly 

across the road from the old city in Jerusalem. Post 1948, when the local Arab population was forced to 

evacuate, the Arab Jews were encouraged by the state to move into this abandoned neighborhood, in part 

because it solved a housing shortage, but also because it created a buffer between the new, white 

neighborhoods of Israeli West Jerusalem and the Arab communities in Jordanian controlled East 

Jerusalem/Al Quds. The Arab Jews of the neighborhood often would go across the street (as the border was 

literally a road) and build friendships and solidarity networks with their Palestinian neighbours, with whom 

there was a greater linguistic and cultural affinity than with the Ashkenazi Jews who lived up the hill in the 

new Municipality district on Jaffa Street.  
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as their different national histories disarticulate their respective experiences. But they continue to 

occupy ambivalent, even anxious status in Israeli socio-economic life (117). 

 
Yet Mizrahi Jews, whether or not they feel de-Arabized, still exist in a more privileged place than 

Palestinian-Israelis, and while they have less access to power and political representation, they 

still possess more than Arab non-Jewish citizens. 

 Even as Arab-Jews gained more acceptances into mainstream society through a process 

of effective de-Arabization, the Palestinian Arab communities across religious lines continue to 

experience an erosion of the right to self-presence. Even though the official line since Israel’s 

creation is that the Palestinian peoples do have the right to self-determination, they are repeatedly 

denied that right, treated, much like indigenous Canadians, as incapable of self rule and have no 

real claims or rights of ownership of the land, and even Israel’s Arab population was under 

military rule until 1966. Such treatment is consistent with the argument made by Butler (2012) 

and Peled-Elhanan (2012) that Israel is indeed a settler-colonial state. This lack of agency or self-

presence is especially prevalent in East Jerusalem, where Palestinians are either given status as 

West Bank residents (and are therefore living tenuously under Israeli control, with property 

subject to confiscation and re-appropriation by the Israeli state at any time despite legal deed and 

title) or simply residents of the city of East Jerusalem itself, not the country. Palestinian-Israelis 

who marry West Bank or Gaza residents are forced to move to the Occupied Territories or simply 

leave the country altogether and lose all rights of return. Goldberg labels these conditions as a 

form of “ethnoracial purging” (119), a process whereby a considerable proportion of group 

members are forced out of both “the national territory and so of the moral imaginary” (119). 

 The nuts and bolts of Racial Palestinianization are as follows: it is a racial conceit that 

conflates contemporary political conditions with a racialized imagined historical past. In 

Levinasian terms, this is a past that has never been present. Goldberg frames the imagined 



 

 24 

Palestinian as analogous to the historical Philistine: primitive, driven exclusively by desire, and 

devoid of reason. The Palestinian is capable of only hate and violence and is incapable of higher 

order values or of responsibility as a “product of free choice” (120).  

Palestinianization, like the projection of Palestine, in short, is a state of passion, its only rationality 

purely instrumental, crudely calculated and cruelly calculating, consequential, awe-ful. It is a state 

in which justification, reasonableness, freedom and justice are feared, from which they have been 

expunged. Racial Palestinianization is a projection, then, from arrogance and the racial labour of 

impotence. It is the disposition that arrogates itself the source of universal and absolute judgment, 

ultimately over life and death, the quality of living and dying, over the state and civil society, the 

conditions of existence and civility. But it is a tenuous self-arrogation, one prompting death and 

destruction on both sides in the name of its execution that can never be satisfied or satiated (120). 

 
Power under these conditions is always represented racially, and truth is presented as a matter of 

force. As Foucault claims, under such states of exception, “truth functions exclusively as a 

weapon in the relationship of force. Perpetual war licenses a rationality of calculations, strategies 

and ruses” (Foucault, cf. Goldberg 122).  This exceptional condition causes a form of racial 

branding, rendering others as much easier to set apart politically, spatially and physically, erasing 

them from both the land and its power structures.  

Liberal Education? 

 Education is one of the most easily recognizable institutions of supposed neutrality, an 

idea that Michael Apple routinely criticizes and rejects. Apple suggests that many of the concepts, 

subjects and ideas that are taken for granted in the classroom, particularly what forms of 

knowledge are viewed as legitimate are interpreted as neutral. This supposed neutrality goes 

beyond content and curriculums and into the realm of labeling through the use of ‘neutral 

categories by educators’ (132). Legitimate knowledge has its roots in both social and economic 

relations of power and control: “[T]hus, power is exercised through institutions which, by running 
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their natural course, reproduce and legitimate inequality” (133). This reinforces the myth of 

liberal neutrality: 

 Therefore, the ethical and ideological questions of the nature of control in school settings do not 

 have to be responded to. The liberal vision…the treatment of language10, the ‘helping’ labels, all 

 define it out of existence…There is an assumption of homogeneity. In this way the individual 

 complexity is automatically flattened (Apple, 136-137). 

 
If institutions are to have legitimacy in the eyes of the nation’s citizens, yet must be of ‘neutral 

concern’, it is contradictory to then think about certain spaces as inherently political ones. 

‘Neutral concern’ is therefore an impossible position to maintain; public spaces, supported by and 

funded by the state, reinforce the values of the state rather than exist outside of the sphere of 

ideology. State-funded school systems are a prime example of a non-neutral institution that has 

the appearance of neutrality. Public schools, like most public spaces, require citizen-based 

support for survival and also require that they carry a sort of legitimacy in the eyes of the citizens, 

given that the burden of such spaces is exclusively theirs to bear (Kymlicka, 81). The supposed 

‘neutral concern’ is a non-starter in this particular example, as the curriculums are designed in 

such a way that students are trained to become future citizens. Such an expectation placed on the 

bodies and minds of young children is never a neutral one; it is legitimated by the state and its 

citizens, normalized and regulated: “transformation of knowledge into pedagogic communication 

is made by pedagogic device, which…has rules [that] are non-ideologically free. Such pedagogic 

communication acts selectively on the meaning potential, namely on the potential discourse that 

is available to be pedagogized” (Bernstein, 1996, 42, cf. Peled Elhanan, 2012, 17, emphasis 

added). 

                                                        
10 In Israel, the language of instruction (Arabic vs. Hebrew) is indeed an indicator of one’s position in the 

social hierarchy and what level of citizenship one has. The politics of language and the relationship 

between language and access will be discussed in much greater detail in chapter 5. 
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Apple, legitimate knowledge and the ‘liberal’ public school system 

 Public school curriculums are often designed either implicitly or explicitly to acculturate 

students from a diverse set of ethnic and racial backgrounds to embrace, white, middle class, 

hetero-normative, secular values, so that all people see this type of knowledge as ‘legitimate 

knowledge’ (Apple, 63-64). In Israel, the purpose of such institutions and the legitimate 

knowledge transmitted therein is ostensibly to mould students into soldiers as well as citizens, at 

least in the Jewish stream of secular education, to a much greater extent than in most liberal 

democracies. In Israel, military service acts as the gatekeeper to society, even if one is not from 

the more privileged white, Ashkenazi background. On one hand, a greater push to include 

Palestinian (or Arab) Israelis in national and military service would ostensibly bring these others 

into the fold of the state, as “real citizens”; on the other it reinforces the 2nd tier citizen status of 

Palestinian-Israelis within Israel’s borders and outside, given the mission of the IDF is to protect 

the Jewish character of the nation state and control the Palestinian population. At the same time 

as it eradicates certain sorts of difference, it reinforces other sorts of difference, thereby 

perpetuating Zionist goals and values while diminishing the autonomy-oriented Palestinian 

political position.  

 Apple looks closely at the historical function of education and its connection to 

community development and race relations in the United States. He argues that curriculum 

developers as well as social scientists historically used education as a means of social control. By 

and large, education was viewed as a mechanism of acculturation, a way to bring immigrants and 

minority communities and groups towards the center, and to instil a sense of middle class values 

and aspirations into the working class. Of course these values are racialized, with the perception 

that white values were the values to be emulated. Public schools provide an institutional space for 

these values to be instilled and reproduced over multiple generations. Apple’s perspective on 
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schools in the US can certainly be applied to the Israeli public education context, and this linkage 

to the Israeli system will be explored in much greater detail in the forthcoming chapters.  

 Apple discusses cultural reproduction and the use of legitimate knowledge in the 

classroom; in particular he acknowledges that such a process reinforces pre-existing inequalities. 

While Apple highlights class relations, he is very quick to point to the relationship between class 

and racial minorities, including immigrant populations. Public schools were seen historically as 

the great equalizer and the primary institution designed to create community and cultural unity. 

He challenges the very existence of such an ideal community in this context, given how deeply 

problematic the racial overtone this ideal represents and critiques the relationship between 

community in education in the following ways: Social Control, Curriculum Development and an 

analysis of the relationship between ethnicity, intelligence and community. 

Social Control  

 Apple argues that American schools were viewed historically as institutions of social 

control in the sense that educators and policy makers tended to operationalize the classroom 

towards eliminating any sense of cultural affinity and solidarity amongst immigrants. American 

education scholars and policy makers in the early part of the 20th century believed that immigrant 

populations were a threat to the middle class and to the hegemony of so-called ‘American Values’ 

with what Lothrop Stoddart referred to as ‘Race Suicide’. These same policy makers then used 

pseudoscientific rationale to make the claims that peoples who were not of northern or western 

European descent were genetically incapable of understanding or even existing within the 

framework of Western liberal democracy (Apple 67-69). Therefore it was the mission of 

‘community’ school to acculturate these racialized groups into accepting the characteristics of 

whiteness and middle-class aspirations as both normal and desirable. The mythological “little red 

schoolhouse” (Ross, 409 cf. Apple, 69) was the historical site for this sort of work and continues 



 

 28 

to this day, albeit in a radically different physical form. The idea was that immigrants and 

minorities had to be adjusted into the socioeconomic roles of “our” community (63), ‘our’ being 

equated with whiteness, middle-class and naturalized as American.  

 Rather than interpreting [schools] as ‘the great engines of democracy’… one looks at schools as 

 institutions which are not necessarily or always progressive forces. They may perform economic 

 and cultural functions and embody ideological rules that both preserve and enhance an existing set 

 of cultural relations. These relations operate at a fundamental level to help some groups and serve 

 as a barrier to others (Apple, 62).  

 
By setting the standards for what is viewed as normal, schools act as a space of social control to 

keep undesirable elements and potential for resistance out of the emerging communities’ thoughts 

and actions. 

Curriculum Development 

 Apple argues that early proponents of the curricular field used the curriculum for the 

explicit purpose of regaining what the middle class had lost to an ever-growing threat from 

immigrant and minority populations. Indeed the very notion of community in this instance was 

seen exclusively in the context of middle class (and white) values. To this end, many early 

curriculum scholars and sociologists used a scientific rationale to discuss the question of relative 

intelligence of other groups. As Apple puts it, “science became the rhetorical…cloak to cover 

conservative social and educational decisions” (71). The idea presented is that some groups are 

simply of higher average intelligence than others, and this discourse was made popular by early 

sociologists such as Bobbit, Thorndike and Finney. The impact this type of racially charged 

planning on curriculum development has been more long lasting than perhaps initially 

anticipated, particularly with the emphasis on standardized testing that has become the global 

norm. A specifically Israeli example is the Psychometric exam that is tied to matriculation. While 

similar in nature to the SAT and other standardized testing measures, the kinds of questions used, 
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particularly in terms of language acquisition, have been heavily criticized for being unfair to 

certain ethnic groups while favouring others. This is exacerbated by the gap in test results, with a 

nearly 100 point difference between Jewish scores and Arab scores for both Male and Female 

students (Jabareen and Agbaria, 20). 

Ethnicity, Intelligence and Community 

 Apple’s critique continues to explore the ways in which education was utilized as a space 

of racial and ethnic control, in particular through the popular notion (at the time) of certain 

communities’ supposed intellectual inferiority relative to white, middle class, non-immigrant 

communities. This linkage also speaks to the very idea of community itself in the liberal sense—

plural, open, tolerant, neutral, so long as the supposed “others” have bought into the dominant 

ideological viewpoint, which calls back to Taylor’s politics of recognition. A study conducted by 

The Follow-up Committee on Arab education concluded that there is an intentional lack of 

attention given to Arab-Palestinian heritage and culture, which further erodes social and academic 

bonds between students and teachers in the Arab sector. Effectively, the policies in place fail to 

even recognize the need for an education system that is in line with “Arab-Palestinian culture, 

history and social realities” (7), while the national achievement goals are lower for Arab students 

than for Jewish, belying a state that seems content with a system of permanent disparity.  

 Given the Palestinian-Jewish achievement gap, it is easy to see parallels between the 

viewpoint commonly utilized by policy makers and curriculum developers in the early part of the 

20th century in the US and the current educational systems in place in Israel. The most visible 

parallel can be found in the statistics of students who matriculate and are therefore eligible for 

post-secondary education, and those who do not. Official data published by the Israeli Ministry of 

Education in 2009 puts the matriculation gap at 59.74% for Jewish Students vs. 31.94% for Arab 

students (Jabareen and Agbaria, 5). The levels of success are demarcated on racial and religious 
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lines, and (unofficially) even further divided along color lines within single religious or class-

based categories. A second layer of racialization in the classroom can be found within levels of 

funding allocated to Jewish sector schools vs. the Arab sector. Within Israel, there are multiple 

school boards but the largest is the secular, public (Mamlachti) system. This same system and the 

standardization protocols within it are used for the Arab public sector as well, yet countless 

studies have shown an incredible disparity in funding and results relative to the student bodies 

within the two sectors: 

Issue	  	   Jewish	  

population	  

Arab	  

population	  

Number	  of	  children	  under	  the	  age	  of	  17	   1,699,273	  	   678,000	  

Average	  score	  (approximate)	  on	  the	  Psychometric	  Exam,	  the	  

standardized	  exam	  that	  is	  decisive	  in	  university	  admission	  (out	  of	  

800)	  

Men	  585	  	  

Women	  548	  	  

479	  

445	  

Rate	  of	  rejected	  applicants	  for	  university	  studies	  towards	  a	  first	  

degree	  

21.9%	   38%	  

Rate	  of	  people	  aged	  18-‐39	  studying	  for	  a	  first	  degree	  in	  university	   3.6%	   1.8%	  

Rate	  of	  people	  aged	  18-‐39	  studying	  in	  any	  institute	  of	  higher	  

education	  (colleges	  and	  universities)	  

7.9%	   3.9%	  

Rate	  of	  people	  aged	  18-‐39	  studying	  for	  a	  second	  degree	   1.9%	   0.5%	  

Of	  all	  university	  students	  working	  towards	  first,	  second	  or	  third	  

degrees	  (similar	  to	  B.A.,	  M.A.	  and	  Ph.D),	  the	  percentages	  of	  Arabs	  

and	  Jews	  are:	  

B.A.	  87.6%	  	  

M.A.	  93.5%	  	  

Ph.	  D	  94.5%	  

13.3%	  

4.9%	  	  

2.8%	  

(Figure 2.1)  

Indeed such empirical evidence is indicative of a nation-state that is far from neutral, and despite 

claims of liberal, democratic practices, we see an ethnocratic state and, as Peled-Elhanan asserts, 

a democracy in a very diminished form.  

Legitimate Knowledge, Legitimation and Nation-building 
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 National narratives are complex, drawing on concepts from the fields of sociology, 

psychology, philosophy, and communications. In Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Michel 

Foucault insisted on the complexity of the formation of narratives. Discourse is not only 

language, he claimed, but also a system of structuring reality. In the term “discourse,” Foucault 

attempts to explain how knowledge is produced, by whom, and in what framework, as well as 

what interests lie behind its production, and who this knowledge serves. By drawing connections 

between such concepts as “knowledge” and “truth” in power relations, institutions, and interests, 

Foucault called into question how we perceive these concepts. This is where Apple’s conception 

of legitimate knowledge intersects with a process Peled-Elhanan refers to as ‘legitimation’ (2009, 

2010). Legitimation is defined as the attribution of acceptability to social actors, actions and 

social relations within the normative order (Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 379). Drawing from the 

methodological work of Van Dijk (1997), Peled-Elhanan claims that: “legitimation is related to 

the speech act of defending oneself which requires as one of its appropriateness conditions that 

the speaker is providing good reason…for past or present action that has been or could be 

criticized by others” (379-80). In this specific example, she references a series of massacres by 

Israel that have been repurposed in textbooks, using social semiotic devices to “build up 

legitimating claims that justify their outcome” (ibid)—that is to say, the events have been claimed 

as a part of the national narrative, regardless of the outcomes and consequences of the acts.  

 Legitimation can be achieved in most contexts by simply asserting that the actions had 

some sort of benefit for the dominant group for society as a whole, often using language that 

takes a tone of moral superiority to justify the actions. This links the process of legitimation 

squarely into a liberal framework, drawing heavily on a type of Kantian moralism that liberal 

nation-states are dependent upon, where moral value is derived from the principle of the intent of 

the action rather than either the action as such or its results (2001, 158).  
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 When Apple speaks about legitimate knowledge, it is as much about whose knowledge is 

worth most as what knowledge has the most value. In the case of Israeli history, the process of 

legitimation is very much in line with both of Apple’s questions. Peled-Elhanan identifies four 

distinct categories of legitimation: Authorization, Rationalization, Mythopoesis and Moral 

Evaluation (382; cf. Van Leeuwen, 2007). In this instance, Moral Evaluation is the category most 

applicable. Moral Evaluation references discourses that relate to specific sets of values, which are 

not necessarily explicit or direct, but are instead implied through ‘appraisals that trigger a moral 

concept’ (Van Leeuwen, 97). Given the way that the events were framed in the general public 

discourse at the time as well as in textbooks today, these specific historical moments were viewed 

by many in Israel (at least within the Jewish population) as catalysts towards nation building. The 

flipside of course is these same events, seen through Palestinian eyes, helped to shape the tragedy 

of the Palestinian national narrative.11 However in the context of how these events are taught in 

school, it is clear to see how these events are framed as a form of legitimate knowledge.  

 That the events themselves occurred is not the subject of debate; however in this 

particular dialectical relationship, one specific version of the story is clearly worth more in the 

eyes of the state than another. In a Levinasian sense, what we have under the process of 

legitimation as nation building is an abject ethical failure. The asymmetrical responsibility to the 

other is missing, which eliminates the face of the other from the story. 

 
 
 

                                                        
11 Events such as the Deir Yassin Massacre and its representation in textbooks will be explored in greater 

detail in chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

This dissertation is the product of an extensive field study in Israel, and as most ethnographers 

can attest, the field is a difficult and unpredictable experience. As such, it is my goal in this 

chapter both to describe my intended research design and to demonstrate what actually happened 

while I was in the field. I originally envisioned a critical discourse analysis of history, civics and 

geography textbooks and supplementary materials that have been produced in the last fifteen 

years and are used in Israeli state secular public high schools. This project was conceived as a 

continuation of previous research on Israeli textbooks, but with particular attention given to the 

visuals (photos, images, graphic boxes, maps) within these educational resources. In addition, I 

intended to interview teachers to supplement the discourse analysis. The interpretive 

methodology of multi-modal discourse analysis (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1990, 2001), semiotics 

and visual culture theories were to be my primary methodological approaches. I intended to 

develop almost all of my analysis from the visuals, which would help fill in a gap that I perceived 

in the existing literature. 

 While my previous research model would have been effective, it likely would not have 

contributed much new data to the field, in part due to the recent and extensive textbook study that 

was released shortly after my return from Israel. Primarily however, the reason my approach 

changed is due to the incredibly rich detail provided by my interview participants. The interviews 

will serve as the point of departure from previous scholarship, given that almost all of the existing 

studies (available in English) have focused exclusively on either textbooks or on the politics of 

language, while more recent studies have been somewhat quantitative in nature. My hope is that 

the modifications to my project will provide a richer and more nuanced description of the 
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conditions in Israel’s secular public schools, one that reveals the deeply problematic and 

complicated series of racial and ethnic relations that is embedded into the structure of the nation-

state. The textbooks, and in particular the images found within them, will provide support for the 

interviews.  

 This chapter, along with each of the subsequent analysis chapters, will contain two 

distinct components. First will be a literature review of key studies on textbooks in Israel that are 

foundational to my perspective and approach to the issues; second will be the development of my 

methodological approach—an integration of ethnographic interviews and multimodal discourse 

analysis, as well as the details of my sample selection process for both teachers and textbooks. 

This section will include some details of my experiences in the field and provide examples of 

how I will deploy my methodological approach. A more detailed exposition of my time in the 

field is included as Appendix A. 

Section 1: Literature Review 

 The tension between the perception of Israel as both a liberal, multicultural democracy as 

well as the Jewish state has created significant challenges to the Israeli educational system. While 

the majority of Israeli school children are enrolled in the state system, it is not designed to 

provide a common, universal education. Indeed there exists a de facto separation between Jewish 

and Arab schools, while secular and religious state schools have different curriculums and serve 

different functions (Alexander, Pinson and Yonah, 2010). There have been a number of studies 

exploring Judaism, Zionism and the state in relation to the way that textbooks represent the 

Palestinian people and the history of the Israel/Palestine conflict, most notably the work of Ruth 

Firer and her regular collaborator Sami Adwan (1985, 2002, 2004); Adwan’s own contributions, 

including his involvement in the creation of the experimental Two Narratives textbook (2006; 

2013); Nurit Peled-Elhanan’s ongoing studies (2004, 2009, 2010, 2012), as well as Eli Podeh’s 
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extensive survey of Israeli textbooks from 1948-2000 (2002). Many of these studies draw upon 

the problematic representations of Palestinian people in history, civics and geography textbooks 

and the absence of what Michel Foucault has termed “counter-historical narratives” (1984), and 

implicitly suggest a particular reading of what it means to be both Jewish and Israeli. 

 According to Peled-Elhanan, “although they vary in the way they teach the discipline, 

Israeli textbooks serve to put over the Zionist message regarding the exclusive historic rights of 

the Jews to the Land of Israel and Palestine” (2009, 93). This problematic discourse perpetuates 

the idea of an inherent indigenous claim to the land at the expense of the Palestinian communities 

living within Israel and the Occupied Territories, creating a situation where the absent narratives 

in History Civics and Geography texts become as important to the learning process as what is 

actually included.  

 While the following summary is designed to provide a snapshot of existing literature, it is 

by no means an exhaustive or comprehensive list. I have intentionally chosen not to use the work 

of Zvi Bekerman, despite his very important contributions to teacher education and bilingual 

education as an avenue to peace, as his studies focus more on the language of instruction rather 

than content. However Bekerman was instrumental in situating me within the broader education 

research community in Jerusalem and helping me begin my interviews. I have also chosen not to 

use the work of Daniel Bar-Tal aside from his most recent contribution, the comprehensive 2013 

study written in concert with Sami Adwan. While Bar-Tal’s work is widely recognized, his 

previous contributions remain mostly in the realm of social psychology, and the limited education 

scholarship that is available is somewhat dated. 

Foundations: The Arab-Israeli Conflict in Israeli History Textbooks 1948-2000. 

 Perhaps the most important and comprehensive book written on Israeli education is Eli 

Podeh’s landmark text The Arab-Israeli Conflict in Israeli History Textbooks 1948-2000  (2002). 
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The primary objective of Podeh’s work was to illuminate “how the Arab-Israeli conflict and the 

image of the Arab have been portrayed in Israeli history and civics textbooks since 1948” (9). 

Podeh analyzes eleven topics he considered to be the most important, and divides the studies by 

specific eras; 1920/1948-67 is the foundational period of the state and the formative period of 

conflict, which he calls the period of childhood; 1967-85, which Podeh refers to as the adolescent 

phase; and finally the period of 1985-2000, which he characterizes as the transformative phase, or 

adulthood (26-51). Each of these phases has distinct differences in the framing of both Jewish 

history as Israeli history and the relationship between the Jewish community in Israel and the 

Arab communities.  

 The question of Palestine shifts throughout, but rarely is the idea of Palestinian 

nationhood acknowledged as a legitimate idea, particularly in the first phase. Podeh’s study 

provides a detailed analysis of the different ways in which the 1947-48 war was described. 

Ostensibly the first and some early second generations of textbooks used the David vs. Goliath 

narrative, which served the dual function of unifying the Jewish population and legitimizing the 

formation of the state. Implicitly this same purpose undermined the Arab populations, given the 

numerical superiority of the combined Arab armies (102-103). These texts were characterized by 

highly emotionally charged passages describing the power imbalance and using the language (still 

often used today in the diaspora) of a not only numerical inferiority but also of the Arab desire to 

drive the Jews into the sea (103). Towards the middle of the 1970s however, this emotionally 

driven narrative began to shift as academic study and archival documents demonstrated that the 

David vs. Goliath myth was actually that: a myth created for the purpose of nation building rather 

than an historically valid set of facts. These textbooks also tended to completely ignore if not 

outwardly delegitimize the counter-history of the Palestinian experience that the 1948 war 

created, all but erasing the Naqba from official history. 
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 The attitude towards teaching history began not with the liberal vision of neutrality but 

rather with an explicit acknowledgment that history could never be neutral.12 According to 

Michael Ziv, one of the earliest heads of the high-school department of the Israeli ministry of 

education, the “aim of teaching history neutrally fails to fulfill history’s underlying mission” (Ziv, 

cf. Podeh, 21). This was the pervasive attitude in the 1950s and 1960s, to guide students towards 

a specific point of view, a “defined attitude sanctioned by society” and that “each generation 

possesses its own particular historical truth that it passes to the next generation…to fulfill various 

national goals” (Ziv, cf. Podeh, 22).  

 While Podeh claims that Ziv had more benign intentions than his predecessors did with 

the history curriculum, in which teaching principles of aiding and guiding students to form their 

own perspectives, his direct successor, Naftali Zon had a more invasive approach. His focus on 

historical events tended to select facts and details that emphasized sacrifice and heroism so that 

the students “could identify with the actors” (23). The early generation history textbooks often 

addressed Jewish/Arab encounters as either very one sided or ignored the “Arab Factor” (as 

                                                        
12 One of the first arguments Podeh makes involves the differences in perceptions surrounding textbook 

studies in first vs. third world countries. Drawing from Altbach, he claims the textbook in third world 

countries as overwhelmingly important, whereas in first world countries, the textbook is one of many 

different socialization instruments (7). The point of this distinction is that while Israel has been often placed 

(and often places itself) in the category of a Western, liberal democracy, it is still a relatively new country 

and as a result it has much more in common, socioeconomically speaking, with the developing world (ibid, 

7). This is a significant factor given the question of a state’s legitimacy in the eyes of its people, a 

legitimacy that, at least according to Podeh, is often circumspect in less developed countries. Given the 

debate surrounding the “right to exist” both historically and contemporarily in Israel and Palestine, the 

point he makes is well made. Podeh argues the reasons for the primacy of the textbook, particularly history 

textbooks, is rooted in the need for any new state to build its own sense of collective memory, to help 

create a national narrative for its citizens. This was the major task of the Israeli Ministry of Education in the 

first fifty years of statehood; to help develop and foster a national narrative that transmits the official 

knowledge to the next generation (ibid, 8). 
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Podeh calls it) altogether (82). This was particularly important in terms of the reports of 

encounters that happened prior to state formation. Podeh contends that, had a more nuanced and 

comprehensive understanding of Jewish and Arab relations been documented from the outset, it 

might have helped to avoid prejudice and the crystallization of the “desolate country-side 

inhabited by a scattered Arab population” narrative, despite contemporaneous textbooks that 

describe a much larger Arab population at the time of the first and second waves of Jewish 

settlements.  

 By the mid 1970s, according to Podeh, the entire curriculum was again overhauled to 

encourage a “strengthening of Zionist consciousness”, in spite of a UN resolution passed in 1975 

that labeled Zionism as a racist doctrine (42). Despite this increase in Zionist discourse, new 

courses and readers were developed in the 1970s and 1980s to teach about the long-standing 

Arab-Israeli conflict in high schools. After years of ignoring the necessity, the courses, when 

finally created, were optional; furthermore, the content of the readers was filtered through a 

Zionist lens, reinforcing the nationalist narrative without giving any attention whatsoever to any 

other perspective.  

 It was through these revisions however that another of the more important concepts 

Podeh addresses, “immunization theory”, became more clearly developed and understood. 

Immunization theory suggests that by teaching about the conflict, young people would be 

immunized and therefore their desire to learn about Zionism would grow in a positive direction 

(38, 45). Podeh claims this era was characterized by an understanding of the conflict that “was 

asymmetrical; there are Israeli initiatives for peace and Arab initiatives for destruction” (Yadlin, 

cf. Podeh, 45). 

 In light of the events that took place in the early to mid 1980s, particularly the 1982 

invasion of Lebanon and the Sabra and Shatila Massacre, textbooks in the “adult phase” (1985-
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2000) took on the new challenge of co-existence education. However, the process was rather slow 

to develop. Part of the problem was perception; while the Israeli population generally claimed to 

accept and appreciate the values typically associated with western, liberal democracies, including 

citizenship education and “education for democracy” programs, survey data reported 50% of high 

school students in the mid 1980s showed a distinctly anti-democratic attitude towards Arabs (51). 

As a result of the 1982 Lebanon war, which divided the population and was the impetus for the 

rise in right wing nationalist movements, this even split in attitudes and perceptions of Arabs was 

a primary motivation for the Israeli Ministry of Education to develop history and civics texts with 

a more democratic agenda. 

 Podeh discusses the contradictions that still existed by the late 1990s, with many books 

frankly engaging in meaningful debates surrounding the merits of the settlements, criticizing wars 

after 197313 and a shift towards teaching Zionism and Israel in relation to global and regional 

developments rather than in isolation (149). While efforts had been made to create more balanced 

textbooks, there was still a tendency to teach Arab reactions to Zionism as the primary source of 

engagement with the Other, instead of teaching about the Palestinian and Arab world as an 

“important aspect in and of itself” (149-50), still without engaging with the Naqba or the refugee 

problem in any meaningful way, but moving towards a history curriculum that embraces liberal 

understandings of multiculturalism and coexistence. The most important conclusion Podeh 

reaches however is his recommendation that Israeli scholars begin to understand the impact of 

biased textbooks on the perpetuation of negative attitudes towards Arabs and Palestinians, as well 

as his explicit suggestion for joint efforts by both Israeli and Palestinian policy makers to write a 

                                                        
13 An example of this includes the debate around the Lebanon war. According to Podeh, some textbooks 

referred from this era referred to the 1982 Lebanon invasion to as both a “war of choice” and 

“unnecessary” (117). 
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curriculum that embraces both the Zionist narrative and Palestinian-Israeli counter-narratives 

(151). 

The comparative approach: Ruth Firer and Sami Adwan on Israeli and Palestinian 

Textbooks. 

 
 Firer and Adwan have written many studies, both together and separately, on textbooks 

beginning in the mid 1980s.14 Their studies tend to be more comparative, looking at the changes 

that have occurred on both sides and have charted the evolution of Palestinian curricular 

resources as they have shifted from Egyptian and Jordanian produced texts to more locally 

written:  

 While there has been a great deal of controversy regarding Palestinian textbooks in particular, we 

 believe it is important to compare the Israeli and Palestinian textbooks to each other, rather than to 

 look at only one set by itself, in order to get a complete picture of the role they play in peace 

 education or the opposite (2002, 1).  

 
Firer (2004) asserts the structure of most texts used in Israeli schools is designed with story in 

mind. When telling the history of any topic or event, there is an easily identifiable plot, a 

protagonist, often a collective (like a nation or an ethno-national group), or an individual (the 

hero-archetype associated with membership in the community of protagonists), a chronological 

sequence of events complete with dramatic peaks and valleys, and the combination of data and 

myth into a much more constructed story of the event, rather than an attempt to invoke an effect 

the simple recounting of facts or objective truth as such (Firer, 15). This ‘schoolbook as story’ 

idea is consistent with much of Podeh’s observations surrounding the use of textbooks to develop 

                                                        
14 Nurit Peled-Elhanan has been a vocal critic of Firer and Adwan, claiming the studies to be too liberal 

and not going far enough with their critique from either side. It must be noted that Adwan was also 

involved in the production of the three-volume experimental ‘Two Narratives’ textbook, which will be 

explored in a subsequent chapter. 
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and reinforce specific national narratives and myths (e.g. the David vs. Goliath story). Firer and 

Adwan (2004) have determined that education in the Middle East has been explicitly used as a 

tool for promoting a “certain set of ideological, religious or nationalistic perspectives” (2004, 14). 

These textbooks are designed with the aim to provoke a visceral, emotional reaction and build a 

cognitive association with the “other” – in this case the Palestinians (ibid, 14; Critchley, 2007).15  

 Beyond the content of the textbooks, Adwan and Firer discuss the selection process the 

Ministry of Education uses to determine which books are appropriate for each stream within the 

Israeli education system. While there is a marketplace system for textbooks, the ministry 

publishes a list of recommended texts for teachers to use:  

 Those used in secular schools (which includes more than 60% of the students in Hebrew-language 

 primary schools) are based on education towards patriotism on the one hand and individual and 

 social human rights on the other, according to internationally accepted values. They include 

 children's rights, freedom of expression, and the uniqueness of the individual (Firer and Adwan 

 2002, 4).  

 
Adwan and Firer identify that one of the major issues found in Israeli textbooks concerns the 

Palestinian refugee problem. While they correctly note that there is a balance at play (as in, the 

Israelis and Palestinians often have different versions of the same stories), the element of 

narrative construction to serve a specific socio-political agenda cannot be ignored. In a 2006 

article Bar On and Adwan, based on findings from prior research, claimed that the Israeli and 

Palestinian student bodies (and civil societies) are “not yet ready, perhaps will never be ready, for 

one joint narrative; neither are we ready to erase all expressions of hostility toward each other in 

our textbooks at the current stage of the conflict” (Bar On and Adwan, 2006); until both Israelis 
                                                        
15 It must be noted that similar effects take place in textbooks in settler-colonial states such as Canada and 

the United States, where the content is structured around propagating a specific national narrative.  

Encounters with ‘the other’—in this case the indigenous populations—are conspicuously absent, or 

structured in such a way so as to remain consistent with the colonial narrative. 
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and Palestinians begin to shift from a culture of war towards a culture of peace and reconciliation, 

it will be impossible to create a single (bi)national narrative. For now, they recommend a “two 

narratives” approach to studying history as the first step towards such a significant 

epistemological and cultural change.  

Recent Critiques: Nurit Peled-Elhanan and the process of legitimation. 

 Nurit Peled-Elhanan has been one of the leaders in contemporary research in Israeli 

Education over the last 15 years. Peled-Elhanan’s studies further develop the assertion in Firer 

and Adwan’s investigations that textbooks are in fact constructed with a specific narrative in 

mind. In a 2004 essay, Peled-Elhanan discusses the geography of exclusion, which ties in biblical 

land claims as a source of Israeli legitimation of the occupation in geography texts. Peled-

Elhanan focuses on three discrete points relating to the geography of exclusion: 1) The Israeli 

rejection of externally created boundaries; 2) teaching the idea of “Greater Israel”; and 3) a lack 

of any real discussion about the State of Israel as it is currently situated, instead using biblical 

mythology to develop a national consciousness. As she asserts: 

 Israeli Curriculum planners have never resigned to man-made borders that seem to them an 

 "accidental consequence of cease fire commands which paralyzed military momentum"(Bar-Gal 

 1993a: 125), nor have they given up teaching about the Greater, "promised" Land of Israel which 

 is "a whole Geographic entity" (ibid.). None of the schoolbooks teach about "the 'State of Israel’, 

 which has achieved international legitimation" but about "the 'Land of Israel’, which has divine 

 legitimation"(Bar-Gal 1993b: 430). This is highly reinforced by frequent quotes from the Bible

 that reiterate the divine promise. The intertextuality with the Bible gives a holy stamp to the 

 textbook and a scientific stamp to the Bible. It also emphasizes the supremacy of the divine 

 promise over international laws and decisions (Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 9). 

 
The three points she makes are consistent with Paulo Freire’s theory that the contents of narration 

are almost totally detached from the material conditions of oppression (Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 10; 

Freire, 57). The educational system rarely emphasizes that the map is a distorted model, which 
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sometimes can “lie”, lending credence to the idea that textbooks are often used explicitly to in the 

process of nation building.16  

 Peled-Elhanan discusses the process of legitimation in textbooks as the core of a 2010 

study. Legitimation is defined as “the act of attributing acceptability to social actors, actions and 

social relations within the normative order, in contexts of controversial actions, accusations, 

doubts, critique or conflict over groups relations, domination and leadership” (Peled-Elhanan, 

2010, 379). Legitimation effectively creates a pedagogical practice that normalizes the 

controversial and renders these moments as sympathetic rather than troubling.  

 The focal point of many of Peled-Elhanan’s studies are three events from the early part of 

Israel’s history that were deemed as massacres, but also framed as necessary for the state’s 

survival; Deir Yassin, Kaffir Kassim and, perhaps most controversially, Altalena17. The irony is 

that in such situations, even if a process of legitimation does not occur in the schoolbooks, there 

is a secondary method to legitimate these events a priori; rather than discussing the massacres as 

necessary, they are reframed as “planned operations,” thus removing the stigma attached to the 

events themselves and highlight the unspoken but understood Israeli desire to achieve an Arab-

free state: 

 The inclusion of massacres in schoolbooks may have the semblance of a very courageous 

 educational act. However, the analysis shows that although the books may denounce the actual 

 manner of killing, all the reports use semiotic devices to build up legitimating claims that justify 

 their outcome… The goal of achieving an Arab-free land is never spelled out explicitly in Israeli 

 school books, but the crucial importance of a Jewish majority is…While ‘solidarity blurs 

                                                        
16 In chapter 5 there will be a lengthy discussion of maps, borders and the problems that come from 

teaching geography in a nation-state where territorial boundaries appear to be in a constant state of flux. 
17 The story of Altalena is somewhat different than the others as it was an exclusively Jewish affair. 

However Peled-Elhanan claims it as an equally significant event in the process of legitimation and nation 

building. 
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 differences, power exacerbates difference’. Hodge and Kress add that the ideological complex of 

 solidarity and power provides the means of legitimation for rulers and institutions, especially 

 where practices of discrimination are concerned (Peled-Elhanan, 2010, 381-82) 

 
The classroom, according to Peled-Elhanan, has the capacity to reify the right to kill via the 

process of legitimation, manifesting the idea that the state controls life and death in Israel in the 

minds of children before they are given the opportunity to see any other points of view. The 

Zionist–Israeli ideology, professing Jewish land claims over the land of Israel, the fear of Arab 

threats and the need to keep the regime of segregation for Jewish security, legitimates the ethnic 

inequality in Israel and Jewish dominance, which is the very essence of the legitimation of 

expulsion and massacres (Peled-Elhanan, 2010, 382). These concepts are framed as necessary 

pedagogical practices and treated as critical components towards Israel’s survival, which is why 

they appear to be so entrenched in the education system.  

 This legitimation does not just appear in the written narratives of the massacres, but also 

through the visuals that accompany them, for example members of the Haganah, one of the 

original Jewish paramilitary organizations in Palestine, engaged in “heroic activities” to defend 

the state, adding a level of multi-modality to the narrative construction. Instead of using an 

example from Peled-Elhanan’s work, I have instead chosen to provide an image from my own 

dataset. 
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(Figure 3.1) 

Figure 3.1, taken from a 10th grade history textbook is an excellent example of the visual rhetoric 

of legitimation and effectively acts as an advertisement for the Israeli Defense Force (IDF). The 

photograph often co-opted in this image is of the iconic “victory lap” in Jerusalem after capturing 

it in June 1967. Leading the charge is former General Moshe Dayan, the leader of the IDF forces 

that liberated Jerusalem in the 1967 war, along with Future Prime Minster Yitzhak Rabin. The 

Hebrew characters, which translate to the initials for the IDF, are shaped and coloured to look like 

Jerusalem Stone, the iconic stone that dominates almost every building in both the old and new 

cities, including the Kotel, the “Wailing Wall” of the Temple Mount, where Jews were unable to 

pray between 1948 and 1967. In the original photo, a third general, Uzi Narkiss is included, but in 
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this reimaging he is omitted.18 This reimagined illustration not only normalizes conflict but also 

valorizes the state military apparatus as an integral part of both Israeli and Jewish society, all 

while wishing the readers a happy new year. 

Victims of Our Own Narratives: The 2013 Study 

 In 2013 a new comprehensive study conducted by a joint Israeli and Palestinian research 

team and funded by the United States Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights 

and Labour, was released to the general public. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this study is 

in its use of quantitative data, a significant difference from most of the previous research on this 

topic. The study, titled “Victims of Our Own Narratives? Portrayal of the “Other” in Israeli and 

Palestinian School Books” was led by Sami Adwan and Daniel Bar-Tal, and included researchers 

from both Israel and Palestine. The study focused on four major findings: The presence (or 

absence) of dehumanization; unilateral national narratives and exclusion of certain historical 

details to preserve the national narratives; the lack of information about the other; self-awareness 

and self-critique surrounding the conflict. This study focused on K-12 education in Israeli public 

secular schools, public religious schools and Palestinian (West Bank and Gaza) schools. Due to 

                                                        
18 The original photo (figure 3.2) is a very well known image that has been used in schoolbooks since the 

early 1970s 

. (Figure 3.2) 
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the fact that the Israeli Ministry of Education also determines textbooks in the Arab sector of 

Israel’s public schools, they were not considered statistically relevant by the authors in this 

particular study.19 While these other school categories are indeed worthy of study, for the 

purposes of consistency the information surrounding secular public texts only shall be included in 

this review. Of particular importance are the second and third sections. The authors are quick to 

point out that: “[H]istorical events, while not false or fabricated, are selectively presented to 

reinforce each community’s national narrative” (Bar-Tal and Adwan, 1).  

 The study determined that dehumanization was not as prevalent as initially suspected, 

however a negative portrayal of the other was common throughout the sample of 21 books used 

in the Israeli state system20. The method of analysis used in this study involved the tracking of 

numbers of incidents of their specific analytic categories per page across each system. They 

referred to this as a literary piece (LP), which could be a story, poem, image, complete chapter or 

even one sentence (7). They determined that 49% of the LPs concerning a “characterization” of 

the other were negative, with a total number of negative incidents being 196 (15), while nearly 

20% of the 532 LPs concerning the “characterization of acts of the other” also fell into the 

negative category. Indeed while negative characterizations occurred in statistically significant 

numbers, so too did some positive characterizations; however these characterizations tended to 

focus more on stories about individual Arabs rather than positive collective descriptions (22). 

                                                        
19 I would argue the opposite, stemming entirely from the fact that the materials used in the Arab sector 

would have an impact on the self-perception of the students vis-à-vis their portrayal as other in the texts 

they are required to use. This subject will be explored further in chapter 5. 
20 Several of the books used in this study were also used in my own sample. These books were commonly 

available at teacher supply stores and in the education libraries at both Hebrew University and David Yellin 

College. 
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This study mined an enormous amount of data across a wide spectrum of textbooks and created a 

very useful archive for future research. 

Section 2: Methodology 

Methodology 1: Ethnography 

 The joy of ethnographic research is often found in the little things, the minutiae of daily 

life and experiences that the interview process doesn’t always yield. The richness of experiential 

knowledge is not something that can or should be taken for granted. These experiences informed 

my approach to the research questions I was asking and helped me to develop my own subject 

position actively, rather than conducting the interviews with my questions already answered. I 

knew I had a particular theoretical-political discourse that I would bring with me, but I also hoped 

that my field experiences would help to re-shape that discursive framework. My intent is to build 

a narrative that will do justice to the people I interviewed as well as the people I lived with and 

interacted with on a daily basis.  

 I originally intended to interview between fifteen and twenty secular Israeli-Jewish high-

school civics and history teachers. However the conditions on the ground combined with my own 

self-imposed (and poorly conceived) time limitations forced me to change on the fly. Aided 

greatly in developing my sample by both Nurit Peled-Elhanan and Zvi Bekerman from Hebrew 

University, I interviewed five Israeli-Jewish teachers of various subjects, one Jewish teacher from 

the experimental mixed population school at Neve Shalom, two Palestinian-Israeli teachers and 

the directors of both the Follow-up Committee on Arab Education and Israel Palestine Creative 

Regional Initiatives (IPCRI)21 22. In addition I had arranged to formally interview Adar Cohen 

                                                        
21 IPCRI was formerly known as Israel Palestine Center for Regional Information and is the largest joint 

NGO in Israel and the Occupied Territories. Upon completion of the interview, I was given IPCRI’s entire 

database on education. 
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from the Israeli Ministry of Education. At the time of our initial contact he was the director of the 

civics curriculum at the high school level. However a few days before we were supposed to 

connect he was terminated from his position, ostensibly for being too far to the left23. Aside from 

our initial phone conversation, Mr. Cohen and I never had the chance to speak. 

 I made use of the “active interview” technique (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). The 

strength of this interview method is in the imagined subject that exists behind the respondent 

(ibid, 7). This epistemological understanding gives a sense of agency to the respondent rather 

than the “passive vessels” most interview techniques assume the respondents to be. Active 

interviews rely upon a loose guide that can be evolved and modified to fit the trajectory of the 

interview as it happens, allowing for emotional responses and impressions to flow as a part of the 

conversation (ibid, 8-10). Interviewing is “a project for producing meaning” (ibid, 14) and in this 

case, the subject is active in constructing this meaning, both symbolically and practically. The 

subject has agency and develops a sense of telling a narrative while, not unlike the textbooks used 

to supplement my analysis. The interviewer, meanwhile, has the flexibility to make room for 

contextual sensitivities, shifts in mood and attitude of the respondent and an awareness of both 

cultural and ethnographic backgrounds in which interviews are embedded (ibid, 44-45).   

 The interviews were conducted using semi-structured, open-ended questions that focus 

on teaching techniques, textbook choices, and personal reflections on the role of education in the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
22 There is a brief biography of each interview participant included as Appendix B. All of the teachers’ 

names have been changed to protect their anonymity while the directors of the Follow-Up Committee and 

IPCRI have not been given pseudonyms. 
23 The termination of Mr. Cohen was a major scandal in Israel during the spring of 2012. He was 

eventually re-hired after the termination was deemed unlawful. Unfortunately I had already returned to 

Canada by the time he was reinstated and his contact information had changed as a result of the events 

surrounding his termination.  
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conflict. Participants were given the option of keeping their identities confidential and 

anonymous, as the research is consistent with what Lee (1993) identifies as a “politically 

sensitive” topic; however most of the subjects declined to sign the anonymity provisions in the 

confidentiality agreements and seemed genuinely unfazed by the interview process. Indeed there 

was a sense of joy some of the participants expressed about being able to share their stories, even 

though many of the stories were not particularly joyful. While there was a tremendous sense of 

hope towards a better future, the interviews often went to very dark, emotional places, regardless 

of the religion or ethnicity of the participants, and a very palpable melancholy was present 

throughout almost every conversation. Some of the interviews were certainly more successful 

than others. The director of the Follow-up Committee, for example, required virtually no priming 

and was more than happy to make his case against the inequity and injustice that has ravaged the 

Arab Sector of the Israeli school system, providing numbers, telling deeply personal stories and 

providing me with several books and articles that show a very different reality than much of the 

official documentation.  

 Other interviews were significantly more difficult to manage; building trust was difficult 

in certain instances and necessitated revealing more about my positionality and myself than I 

initially anticipated. Even getting access to information proved more difficult than I expected; I 

assumed an insider status, given that I am Jewish and understand Hebrew. However that insider 

status simply was not present unless I announced that I possessed those insider characteristics. 

Attempting to gain access to textbooks at a teacher’s college in Jerusalem, I was denied access by 

the librarian because she was afraid of my politics and that I was in fact an anti-Semite trying to 

infiltrate and destroy the state. She made her objections known to my contact at the college rather 

vocally and emphatically, and it was not until I announced to her that I was Jewish and spoke 

Hebrew that she stopped objecting to my presence. Upon this revelation, I was then given all the 
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resources and time that I needed, and in its own way reinforced my own suspicion that any 

potential critique of Israel is perceived as inherently anti-Semitic by mainstream Israelis.  

 The interviews ranged from thirty minutes to more than two hours and were conducted in 

a variety of locations; however each participant chose where they wished the interviews to take 

place. The most common locations were in participants’ homes (6), with other interviews taking 

place either at work (3) or in cafes (2). The differences in locations also created difficulties for the 

transcription process; public interviews tended to have poor audio quality, despite my best efforts, 

and since my participants were all speaking in their second (or sometimes third) languages, the 

audio quality impacted my ability to synthesize and interpret certain parts of these interviews. 

Nevertheless, the interviews provided me with a deep emotional connection to both the material 

and to the subjects’ own stories. I remain in awe of many of the struggles these teachers and 

policy makers endured, and of the passion they bring to teaching incredibly complex and difficult 

subjects.  

 One of the first interviews I conducted included a section that directly engaged the 

relationship between image and text, but in a way that I could not have anticipated: Yael, a young 

history and drama teacher discussed the role of images, staged photographs, and questionable 

historiography in Israeli textbooks: 

Y: So, the new program in which they learned is a new approach in the education system that talks about 

the agenda is that numbers and dates are not the important things, its like about the process. When I heard I 

was teaching this system, I was happy, I was relieved in a way, especially because kids that think they can’t 

relate to numbers and so on. But what it means is that de facto, their textbook is one story. That it’s got 

some primary sources that cannot reveal stuff about the actual story, like some paintings or pictures from 

the times. 

S: So the primary sources were decontextualized from the actual history? Is that sort of what you’re 

suggesting? 

Y: I’m saying that they could only support. For example if you talk about the 48 war here. They would 

have poems and photographs—by the way some of the photographs are made by the state after the war 
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S: Like manufactured photographs? 

Y: Yeah. Exactly. Because during the war over Jerusalem, there were hardly enough soldiers of course they 

didn’t have any conditions, they couldn’t bring a photographer along. Of course it isn’t written, but it’s not 

a conspiracy theory. Just info kept behind the scenes. It could have been an interesting discussion, you 

know? And in a way, when I heard about the new program in history, I thought it could have given me an 

opportunity to speak about historiography and who tells the history, how it becomes one line of events-- 

S:-(Interrupts) how the history is turned into a metanarrative? 

Y: I was hoping it would give space for that. You can talk about processes, its one interesting process that 

goes all the way to our time. And there was nothing like that, because as I said, there were only photos or 

paintings or something from that time, and poems. And there are super interesting poems about the battles. 

They choose only what supports the main text so you don’t get any discussion at all, and I found that 

depressing. They couldn’t relate. They couldn’t remember the processes. Like they were just learning about 

mythology, but without the good parts. It’s a very boring mythology, especially when you don’t see; you’re 

not told what is the purpose of what they say. 

S: You’re only getting what it is rather than what it means. 

Y: Yes, so I mean even by trying to consider the entire textbook as a primary source of a certain method or 

a certain agenda of what they were trying to push. I could say that because I only had two students so it was 

slightly more interesting. Because then, [with so few students], we are able to investigate what they are 

trying to feed us. 

 
Yael’s intervention into the role of historiography and the creation of national narratives by the 

state sets the stage for many of the themes that I intend to explore in subsequent chapters. In 

particular, her focus on national narratives, mythology, community and the relationship between 

the war and nation building found in these narratives not only reinforces the arguments made by 

Podeh, Peled-Elhanan and others, but also provides a rich, lived experience. She sees her own 

positionality rooted in being a product of this system, while her sense of responsibility to 

challenge and destabilize it with her own students is informed by a desire to break the cycle. 

Methodology 2: Textbooks, Reading Images, Multi-modality and Layout 

 According to Firer, there are multiple publishers for schoolbooks, and no specific set of 

texts for each age group; however there is a list of books that the Israeli Ministry of Education has 

approved for use in the classrooms for each subject, complying to the guidelines that the ministry 
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provides (2004, 23). I initially hoped to find twenty or thirty history and civics textbooks from the 

secular mamlachti stream produced between 1997 and 2012. Ultimately I was able to find several 

textbooks that met my criteria and was able to purchase seven to bring back to Canada for a 

closer reading. Of these seven textbooks, five were used in the 2013 study while several were 

used in Nurit Peled-Elhanan’s work over the past decade. Unfortunately, while I found several 

other textbooks at the Hebrew University Education library, textbooks were only available on 

reserve and could not leave the library, limiting my ability to bring samples along to interviews to 

engage in photo-elicitation as a part of my methodology. Instead I was forced to take photos of 

the textbooks and have incorporated some of these images, such as figure 3.1, into my own 

dataset. 

 Gunther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwen (1990, 2001) have developed a method of reading 

images known as multimodal analysis. Nurit Peled-Elhanan, whose research into Israeli textbook 

design acts as a jump-off point for my own intervention, has utilized this method of inquiry 

throughout her studies. Kress and Van Leeuwen owe much of their theoretical and 

methodological framework to Roland Barthes and the idea of Semiology (1967, 1977), 

acknowledging Barthes’ notion that the meaning of the image is dependent upon and often 

anchored to the verbal text (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1990, 3). However, they wish to break 

down this hierarchy and in a sense level the playing field between image and words, reminding us 

that writing is itself a form of visual literacy (ibid, 2). Kress and Van Leeuwen stress the 

importance of the inherently social nature of all forms of communication. Meanings expressed by 

all forms of communication are first and foremost social meanings-the goal of multimodal 

analysis is to flesh out these meanings in multiple articulations and across both objective and 

subjective interpretations (2001, 4-5). To give an example of both objective and subjective 

interpretations of perspectives in an image, an idea can:  
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 …Be realized subjectively by means of projecting it through a mental process verb (like believe) 

 in the first person (e.g. We believe that images have their own grammar); objectively through the 

 absence of such projections (e.g. Images have their own grammar) or, an even stronger form of 

 objectification through expressing the idea in a nominal form (e.g. The grammar of images). In 

 images, the same thing can be presented subjectively, through the presence of a perspectival angle, 

 or objectively through its absence… Perspective is unique to images, but the kinds of meaning 

 expressed are from the same broad domain in each case; and the forms, different as they are, 

 developed in the same period in response to the same cultural changes. Both language and visual 

 communication express meanings belonging to and structured by the one culture, and this results 

 in a considerable degree of congruence between the two (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1990, 5; italics 

 in original). 

 
Kress and Van Leeuwen’s analysis of meaning is crucial to Peled-Elhanan’s work. The idea of 

the perspective in image is a central plank in her argument in “The presentation of Palestinians in 

Israeli schoolbooks of History and Geography 1994-2003” (2004), where she presents the 

following idea: 

 Just as the Palestinian Problem in general is an environmental one, so is the 'refugees problem'. In 

 People in Space - a geography book for middle school - the reader is faced with an aerial 

 photograph of the refugee camp Jabalia. This photograph appears in a chapter called "refugees 

 running for their lives all over the world". All other refugees, such as Rwandians, Haiitians and 

 Jews, are depicted as human beings and their stories and routes are detailed in verbal texts and in 

 maps. In the case of Jabalia, neither the caption nor the headings mention who lives there and why. 

 Such an aerial view, says Van-Leeuwen (1996), is "The objective angle" which teaches students to 

 “look high above the madding crowd" and conceals details such as people (Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 

 7). 

 
This example is of the aerial depiction of a refugee camp rather than of the people in it, and 

indicates an intentional dehumanization of the refugee crisis in Palestine, using angles and 

perspective to reinforce a specific ideological position within the textbooks.  

 Peled-Elhanan (2009) discusses the idea of layout as an important factor in understanding 

textbook design, and in turn, how social practices become discourses via a process of multi-

modality. Multi-modality according to Kress (2003, cf. Peled-Elhanan, 2009) is the idea of 
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reading a textbook in any way except the linear; meaning is transmitted throughout the book, not 

just through the words on the page. “Layout, like any other part of the text, is ideological and 

motivated by the interests of the producer of the sign vis-à-vis his or her assumed audience. It is a 

complex sign intended to transmit a message to the reader,” (Van Leeuwen and Kress, 1995, cf. 

Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 95-96). Schoolbooks are products of a power base designed to structure and 

convey the meanings of histories along a dominant–marginal spectrum, much like what Freire 

asserts as the “banking model of education” (Freire, 55-58, 62), wherein teachers deposit the 

narratives into the students, while the students memorize, internalize, and repeat the instructions.  

 All schoolbooks are temporary texts in essence and in fact. They are created for specific 

age ranges, used for a limited duration, undergo constant revisions and transformations, and are 

published almost every year in new versions (Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 96). Nicholas Mirzoeff brings 

intertextuality into his analysis of visual culture, which helps to enhance Peled-Elhanan’s method 

of understanding how textbook imagery can be interpreted by its viewers: “An image can create 

multiple visual and intellectual associations both within and beyond the intent of the producer of 

that image” (2002, 209). This demonstrates the ability for the reader of a textbook to internalize 

his/her own subject position beyond the intentionality of the author or the illustrator, allowing 

children to internalize the power and meaning of an image.  

 Schoolbooks are designed to be intertextual, for they both refer to other texts and transform texts 

 of different genres…. In Israeli history schoolbooks, every page or double-page spread offers the 

 canonical narrative and in addition presents strongly framed and coloured ‘windows’ which 

 contain historical ‘sources’ of all kinds, such as testimonies about events or ‘affairs’, official and 

 personal documents, selected writings and statistical data. Although the ‘windows’ are located at 

 the margins of the editorial texts and are therefore marginal to the transgeneric narrative, their 

 salience – through colour and frame – often makes them the first items to be read. Consequently, 

 these ‘windows’ determine the reading path and the meaning making of the editorial text and of 

 the entire page or double-page spread (Peled-Elhanan, 2009a, 96). 
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To study identity in terms of power can be viewed as an attempt to sketch the relative power and 

the hierarchies obtaining among individuals in their own estimation and in the estimations of 

others (Gross, 2006, 605).  

 Two very distinct but clear examples of these issues can be found in the grade 11/12 

textbook To Be a Citizen in Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State. This particular book, which is 

also featured prominently in Adwan and Bar-Tal’s 2013 study, is actually unique among Israeli 

textbooks, given that it is used in both the state secular and religious sector as well as in the Arab 

sector, but is translated (and purportedly depoliticized) for the Arab marketplace. While the name 

of the text itself denotes the inherently contradictory nature of the Israeli state, the images and 

narratives this text utilizes serves to institutionalize this contradiction. 

  

(Figure 3.3) 

Figure 3.3 is of a classroom for new immigrants at one of the offices of the Jewish Agency for 

Israel. The caption below reads “The State of Israel: The State for the Jewish Nation.” The 

paragraph below the image is an example of what Peled-Elhanan referred to as the canonical 

narrative, adding written text to the visual representation of what it means to be Jewish in Israel, 
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particularly the link between Jewishness and citizenship. The preceding section of the textbook 

loosely translates to “National Division: Complex Factors” and it attempts to make some degree 

of sense of the societal divisions within the state. However this very admission of complexity and 

conflict is overshadowed by the image and text that follows it. By immediately labeling Israel the 

state of the Jewish nation, it effectively negates the pages that follow it, which include a series of 

graphs and charts that explain the social and economic disparities between the Jewish and Arab 

(non-Jewish) populations, given that the Arab population is inherently second tier.  

 Figure 3.3 is a complicated image to read, given the perspective and angle of the lens. 

What we see in the foreground are the backs of heads of recent immigrants, disparate in terms of 

age and gender, while racial markers are indeterminate, likely to demonstrate the multi-ethnic 

milieu that makes up the Jewish Nation. The man at the front of the classroom is indoctrinating 

his audience with a sense of nationalism, rooted in iconography and symbols tying their new 

homeland to their own cultures. The languages on the banner are Hebrew, Cyrillic (Russian) and 

English. There is a lack of Arabic on the banner, denoting the preferential language that new 

immigrant intake centers have—this is despite the high percentage of the population that speaks 

Arabic and the relative importance locally that language has, and could be viewed as a conscious 

choice to keep certain undesirable elements hidden from view, both to the new immigrants, and 

the students who are using the textbook. 
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 (Figure 3.4) 

 The caption on the sign in Figure 3.4 translates to "You and I stop the retreat, come 

support the struggle." Beneath the image, the bolded caption translates to "The idea of 'Greater 

Israel' " The sign sits rather awkwardly next to several Israeli flags and protestors in traffic, 

obstructing the view of the protestors. It is also found on the page immediately following one of 

the LP's identified in the 2013 study—one that specifically describes the Israeli desire for peace 

and the Arab desire to for combat (Adwan and Bar-Tal, 14-15). This image could be viewed as a 

counterpoint, intentionally placed on the following page to show the complexities of attitudes 

surrounding the ongoing conflict, where the narrative of peace is countered by the desire for 

continued expansion. Figure 3.4 dates back to the early 1980s, though the photo credit in the 

textbook does not give a precise date. The image is indeed a confusing one, given the context of 

the image. In the early 1980s Israel had completed a partial withdrawal from Lebanon after a 

disastrous invasion in 1982, while from 1979-1982, Israel gradually withdrew from Occupied 

Sinai as a result of the peace treaty with Egypt. The sign could be in protest of either withdrawal, 

given the link between the image and the caption below that expressed the desire to maintain 

'Greater Israel'. 

 There is of course a challenge in bridging the two methodological components together 

into a single, coherent narrative. The analytical chapters will be divided across religious and 
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socio-political lines—the first will include interviews from Jewish teachers only while the second 

will incorporate the interviews from the Palestinian-Israeli teachers, the director of the Follow-Up 

committee on Arab Education, the director of IPCRI and the Jewish teacher at the bilingual and 

bi-national school at Neve Shalom. The interview and image examples were chosen to 

demonstrate how I would deploy the two distinct components of my methodology. The interviews 

will make up a significant portion of the analysis, with visuals interspersed throughout the 

teachers' respective stories, adding richness to their experiences that interview text alone could 

not convey. However the teachers have not spoken to specific images in textbooks and only rarely 

mention these textbooks by name, making the visual analysis entirely my own. The interviews 

will not stand in isolation; the subjects that were addressed by the interview participants and the 

visuals I have selected will help to address and convey their importance, both to the individual 

participants and to the broader aims of the project as a whole. These subjects, while not present in 

every interview, were overarching themes that came up throughout my time in the field, both on 

and off the record, and often in moments where the participants were at their most open and 

vulnerable. I hope to give their stories the dignity and justice that they deserve. 
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Chapter 4 

Israeli Teachers and Textbooks 

Israeli educators are often found in compromised positions, professionally through the less than 

ideal working conditions found in many of Israel’s secular public schools; ideologically through a 

need to engage with the complex socio-political problems that make up the lived experiences of 

every Israeli citizen; and personally, trying to negotiate these conditions while trying to not allow 

their own emotions and personal experiences to interfere with the pedagogical practices that they 

have worked so hard to develop in the classroom. Of the six Israeli-Jewish teachers I interviewed, 

five will have their stories told in this chapter.24 All five come from different places; some were 

raised in cities, others on a kibbutz; some are Ashkenazi, others Mizrahi or mixed; some actively 

self identify as Zionist while others would disavow themselves entirely from that ideological 

position; however all of the teachers viewed the classroom as an inherently political space while 

two even identified as a part of an underground network known as “Political Teachers” (which, as 

of 2013, has gone on an indefinite hiatus). In spite of these divergent backgrounds, all of the 

teachers served in the army or national service between 1987 and 2001, which impacted their 

perceptions of both why they teach as well as the deeply political divides that make up Jewish-

Israeli society. Of course the purpose of my interviews was to investigate the presence or absence 

of a singular national narrative, coupled with understanding how these teachers approach 

moments of conflict within Israeli history and contemporary civic life in the classroom and the 

racism that they encounter both in the textbooks and from their students.  

                                                        
24 The sixth Jewish teacher will be included in the next chapter given his experiences teaching Palestinian-

Israeli and Bedouin students in the bi-national Neve Shalom School. 
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 This chapter will be divided into two components: the first is an engagement with 

Zionism as the national narrative used in Israeli textbooks. This section will start by defining and 

operationalizing Zionism as well as establishing a link between Zionism, national narratives and 

Michael Apple’s (1991) concept of ‘Legitimate Knowledge’. This link will demonstrate how 

national narratives in general and Zionism in particular acts as a breach of Levinasian ethical 

relations. This section will then explore the dynamics of teaching in Israel, looking at the 

relationship between Zionist discourses and the complex racial and ethnic hierarchies that make 

up contemporary Israeli society. This will be demonstrated through the dominance of Ashkenazi 

perspectives in the classroom at the expense of both Mizrahi and Palestinian-Israeli cultures, and 

the role of the ‘Bagrut’ Matriculation exams as a gateway to full citizenship and mainstream 

society.  

 The second section will be a detailed, multimodal content analysis of history and civics 

textbooks. This will include a comparison of textbooks from different publishing houses and 

produced under different regimes in the last 15 years; teachers’ reactions to the shifts and changes 

in content of the official curriculum mandated by the Israeli Ministry of Education; and a 

comparison of mainstream textbooks to the experimental “Two Narratives” textbooks that utilize 

dialogue-based inquiry. Certain critical moments in Israeli history and the contemporary political 

implications of these moments will be explored throughout this chapter including the Palestinian 

uprising of 1936-39; the War of Independence/Naqba (1948) and the Deir Yassin massacre. It is 

through these moments as well as the discussions with the Israeli teachers that I intend to 

demonstrate that in Israel, citizenship is defined racially, a definition through which I intend to 

explore the contradictory position of being both a Jewish and democratic state. 

Section 1: Zionism, National Narratives and Identity 
 
Zionism, Legitimate Knowledge and Levinasian Ethics 
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 In Chapter 2 the idea of legitimate knowledge was introduced via the work of Michael 

Apple, wherein he explicitly questions not only what knowledge is worth the most, but also 

whose knowledge is worth the most (2004, xix). It is this second question that takes center stage 

in the context of teaching Israeli history and civics. The link from legitimate knowledge to 

Levinasian ethics is via the notion of an ethical relation to the other that ought to but does not 

exist in this context. Simon Critchley defines this ethical relation quite succinctly—it is “one in 

which I am related to the face of the Other…whom I cannot evade, comprehend, or kill and 

before whom I am called to justice, to justify myself” (5). For Levinas, ethics is the “putting into 

question of my spontaneity by the presence of the other” (Levinas, 1969, 43; cf. Critchley, 1991, 

5). Accordingly then, ethics implies exteriority, something that cannot be the same, and this is 

embodied by Levinas’ conception of the face. A national narrative such as Zionism creates the 

conditions for single story that is rooted in the simultaneous horrible presence of and erasure of 

the other—and as such enforces a culture of sameness where there can be no exteriority, thus 

negating the face of the other. How this ethical relation plays out in the classrooms of Israeli 

Jewish students demonstrates both the power of the Zionist discourse and the tacit understanding 

of Israeli education policy makers that there is indeed one set of knowledge that has the most 

value, Zionist-Jewish knowledge, making the classroom not just a political space, but also a 

battleground. 

The Zionist Classroom 

 Teaching Zionism is paramount for both the history and civics curriculums. But what 

does that actually look like? How is Zionism operationalized? The teachers all had divergent 

perspectives on both what Zionism means and also where they sit on the political spectrum. It is 

very much the defining issue of this generation of both students and teachers, a political and 

social set of values that is inescapable in almost all aspects of Israeli society. Zionism operates as 
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a classic example of a national narrative, one that does not necessarily have to be either logical or 

scientifically valid, but simply is utilized by the state to enhance a “strong collective identity” 

(Peled-Elhanan, 2013, 3). In this instance, that narrative is to build and maintain the Jewish 

connection to the land, that Zionism represents all Jewish values and the Jewish dream of self-

determination fulfilled by the creation of the modern State of Israel. Roi, a history teacher from 

the Tel Aviv region in central Israel spoke about the exclusivity of the Jewish connection to the 

land and the role of non-Jews. After expanding upon ethnocentrism and separation, he makes it 

clear that all history leads to Zionism as the only acceptable national narrative, a narrative he 

often tries to destabilize in his own classroom. 

R: You can try to be an Israeli if you are not Jewish, but it is not necessary. It’s better to leave us alone. It’s 

better if you don’t interrupt us, and we won’t interrupt you, as long as you don’t ask from us to separate the 

meaning of the state, to recognize yourself as a state. You can be a state within a state, but don’t ask for us 

to recognize you as a state. 

S: It seems fundamentally incompatible with a democracy, no? 

R: Israeli democracy—a professor called it ‘ethnic democracy’ It’s an ethno-democracy. It’s not that there 

is discrimination like in you know, South Africa, yet. But everyone who is not Jewish is a second best 

citizen in many ways. He cannot—my children don’t even have one non-Jewish friend. There is not even 

one non-Jewish family in this settlement. There is in the ideology of the Zionists, total separation between 

Hebrew settlements and non-Hebrew settlements.  

 
The Zionist narrative focuses on supposedly “continuous struggle of the Jewish people against 

non-Jewish…persecutors” (Peled-Elhanan, 2013, 7). Individual teachers can choose to bring in 

secondary resources, but the primary narrative is the relationship between Zionism and Judaism 

and how this resulted in the formation of the modern Israeli state. David, a lecturer at a teachers 

college as well as a history teacher in a public high school in Jerusalem provides a strong 

introduction to the way the national narrative operates, including the presence of Zionist 

narratives in matriculation exams: 
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D: In Israel, what you teach at high school you teach at the higher classes, when you teach for the Bagrut 

[standardized tests] they give you the topics, so it’s not like you have lots of options. But mostly I was 

interested in General history not in Jewish history. 

S: Not in Jewish History or not in Israeli History? 

D: In Israel, you teach them general history, like history in Europe, the world. And inside this, they teach us 

the history of the Jewish people. Basically in Europe, in order for the kids to understand how Zionism came 

to be and what was the struggles and stuff like that, and the story of the incarnation of Zionism is the story 

that ends up in Israel, that ends with the forming of Israel. This is the narrative they give. That is what they 

learn. 

 
Like Roi, Yoni a young history teacher from an inner city school in Jerusalem, believes that 

Zionism is the primary engine that drives both Jewish and Israeli history, creating a problematic 

co-mingling of national and mythological narratives into a single dominant discourse, 

highlighting the tension between religious/political Zionism found in contemporary Israel and the 

secular Zionism that was prevalent in the previous generation: 

Y: In Jewish history I’m going to start teaching Zionism soon. But I don’t know a lot of Zionist thinkers. 

No one ever taught me anything about Zionist thinkers. But it’s a new curriculum since Yuli Tamir was the 

education minister and now it’s Gideon Sa’ar, so now there is much more emphasis on Zionism. But I don’t 

know enough about the history to teach it. 

S: That sounds like a challenge. 

Y: It is, and I’m pretty happy about it, because (laughter) to give them…it’s hard. When I was teaching 

comparative history, we studied Hanukkah. So I had to figure out how we were going to teach it, so we 

took the Hanukkah songs and we showed through the period, songs from the middle ages and songs from 

the start of Zionism and songs from today and talked about how Jews capture the spirit of the holiday and 

how Judaism has changed from praising God only and not really worrying about the Maccabees, and now 

it’s all about the Maccabees. Like in Zionism, it’s only Maccabees and only “us us us.” Today it’s very 

simple. Today it’s my candle, my light. It’s very interesting. And we grew up, the songs we sang at home, 

because my grandparents, they came from Europe, they started Kibbutzim, you know? So I grew up in a 

house where there was almost no god and there was a lot of Zionism. The songs I sang at home were like 

“A miracle didn’t happen to us, we didn’t find any oil. We did everything, we climbed the mountains.” It’s 

a really beautiful song. And they said “What, who are those people? God brought us here. Everything is up 

to God.” For Zionists now, it’s like we are right to be here, but its God’s will that brought us here. It wasn’t 

the people who made it happen. And god forbid I made a terrible mistake the last class I said ok now you 
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see how Hanukkah has really changed, and you get presents and it’s really family oriented, so we’ll just 

make a comparison between Hanukkah and Xmas. And the class just exploded. It was actually one of the 

best classes I’ve ever had. For like 20 minutes they shouted at me, I called them ignorant. We shouted at 

each other. The last 20-25 minutes was just amazing. They listened, I listened; it was amazing. 

 
Between History and Memory: Zionism and Reconstitution 

 Drawing inspiration from the work of Pierre Nora, Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2012), argues 

that schoolbooks exist in a state between history and memory, where the collective identity and 

collective memory of a nation is stored (4-6). In this case however, Zionism creates what 

Zerubavel calls “an entirely novel Jewish collective memory” (Zerubavel, 2002, cf. Peled-

Elhanan 2013, 6). Such a collective memory is continually shaped by an ever-present encounter 

with the nation’s past, due to the ongoing conflict. However this constructed past is itself a 

product of that novel collective memory—a circular argument to be sure, but such are the 

conditions of the approach to both history and memory, one that Peled-Elhanan references as a 

‘cult of continuity’ (ibid 8-9) developed to build a ‘useable past’ for the Jewish Israeli population 

to hold on to. History and civics curriculums are structured to teach a continuous national 

narrative for all students regardless of whether they are Israeli-Jewish, including Ashkenazi or 

Mizrahi, or Palestinian-Israeli; everyone learns what Zionism is, where it comes from, what it 

means, and even its historical origins in the West. However all other narratives, particularly the 

Palestinian narrative, are intentionally made absent. This absence is the lack of exteriority, which 

creates and reinforces the Levinasian ethical imbalance, giving birth to something akin to a 

proximate enemy without which Zionism could have a difficult time in justifying itself. 

 Education critic Basil Bernstein discusses how history is often reconstituted and re-

contextualized to fit the needs of pedagogical practice, regardless of disciplinary discourses 

(Bernstein, 47-48). This is especially prevalent in the Israeli classroom, where the textbooks are 

designed to maintain the belief of the exclusivity of Jewish claims to historical Israel, even 
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though these claims are not necessarily historically demonstrable. The reconstitution of history-

cum-mythology extends to the shifts in meaning, significance and representation of certain 

Jewish holidays in order to suit the national narrative. What Yoni experienced teaching Hanukkah 

is a perfect example of such a shift – the boundaries between how history is constituted and how 

it is presented creates a tonal and methodological blend designed to enforce a specific set of 

cultural memories, one that according to Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2013) is: “designed to immortalize 

Jewish dominance through its presentation as legitimate from the dawn of civilization” (19).  

 Holidays are one of many examples of this reconstitution. More recent historical events 

are also framed with an emphasis on the Zionist version of a given story. Two different history 

textbooks, one from 2001 and the other from 2002, both rarely cover the Palestinian motivation 

the Palestinian revolt and general strike from 1936-39. Instead, in each book, the story is found in 

sections that valorize the origins of Haganah (the precursor to the Israeli Defence Force) while 

ignoring the economic or social reasons behind the uprisings. Indeed despite the historical 

significance of the conflict for both the contemporaneous Jewish settlers and the local Arab 

population, few images show anything to do with the Palestinian perspective. 
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 (Figure 4.1) 

Figure 4.1 displays a British military convoy, yet the caption for the box translates to “the impact 

of the Arab revolt on the Arab economy”. The same image is used in the second textbook along 

with a second image. The recurring photo in both figures 4.1 and 4.2 is listed similarly as a 

British convoy, described as also building a stone barrier or blockade while the scene of chaos 

and revolt in Tel Aviv (4.2, upper right) is simply listed as “an image of an event” along with the 

date of April 1936. These events are often understood as a precursor to the events of 1947-48 that 

lead to Israeli Independence as well as the rise of Palestinian uprisings in the future, but such 

nuance is not present in the textbook’s recounting of the story.  
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(Figure 4.2) 

The lack of engagement with the other both textually and visually offers a glimpse into the use of 

textbooks designed with the story in mind (Firer, 1985) and emphasizes Podeh’s contention that 

nation-states in the developmental stage require textbooks to do the heavy lifting to build a 

national identity (Podeh, 8, 22). The two different versions of the same history create an 

interesting structural frame; both versions highlight the importance of the role of the British in the 

eventual War of Independence, yet only one of the textbooks actually spends any time looking at 

the fighting on the ground. Beyond the lack of engagement with Palestinian perspectives or 

motivations for the strike, the events are structured to create a useable past immersed in cultural 

memories—in this case romanticizing the early days of the Jewish revolutionary movement in 

Palestine. 
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Zionism and the State: Framing the Ideology 

 Zionism is ubiquitous and has permeated the curricular materials even further since the 

Likud election in 2009. The education minister at the time, Gideon Sa’ar made significant 

changes to history and civics, emphasizing the Jewish character of the state and making Zionism 

a requirement in the secular public system and the textbooks used in it. Book titles such as To Be 

a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State became the norm in this period, while other 

textbooks adopted during the Labour/Kadima government in the mid 2000s were either 

eliminated or changed to reflect the ideological shift in the ruling party (ibid, 11). Some of these 

changes emphasized points of historical conflict, particularly surrounding the events of 1948 and 

veered away from the hopeful tone that Podeh (2002) saw in the textbooks from the turn of the 

century.  

 On the rare occasions when a small concession towards the Palestinian narrative is made 

in Israeli textbooks, it has been viewed as a radical choice that could harm the Israeli state. An 

example of this occurred in 2007 when (then) education minister Yuli Tamir attempted to 

approve a third grade geography textbook that acknowledged the Naqba or Palestinian 

catastrophe, the population transfers that occurred after the 1948 war (Kashti, 2007). This 

decision was highly criticized by the opposition government, including (then opposition leader) 

Benjamin Netanyahu, who claimed such a decision was unacceptable and “damages Zionist 

values instead of strengthening Jewish heritage” (Kashti, 2007), in spite of the fact that the book 

was only to be used in Arab classrooms.  

 In recent years the civics section has once again come under fire, culminating in the 

termination and subsequent re-hiring of Adar Cohen, the section head in charge of the civics unit. 

Cohen’s revisions were deemed as “too left wing” because, once again, a single textbook he 

approved included references to the Naqba and a “Post-Zionist” perspective that “questioned the 
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state’s Jewish and Democratic character (Paiss, 2012).  The civics curriculum had long been held 

as the one space where a small amount of meaningful critique and engagement was possible, but 

under the direction of Gideon Sa’ar, room for critique decreased rapidly. Ultra-nationalist 

programs developed during Sa’ar’s time as minster included field trips to Hebron and the City of 

David, both in the occupied West Bank. In addition, the ministry began to provide financial 

rewards to schools with higher rates of student enlistment into the IDF. The field trips are 

ostensibly designed to validate the historical claims to all of Israel by showing Jewish 

archaeological sites in the areas under occupation. In a sense these trips are another form of 

educational legitimation, given the emotional connections to Jewish religious and cultural history 

that inherently comes with visiting places in the Old City of Jerusalem and sites like the tombs of 

Abraham in Hebron. Yael discussed her experiences taking her students into the West Bank on 

these field trips. 

Y: I just went on a five-day trip to Hebron with my students, the high school dropouts. And most schools 

can never afford to take their kids. They do it only if it’s a part of their specific program, which is called 

Masa Israeli (Israel Journey) from Beresheit. This is their only chance to get students to go for so long, and 

its only because the program is subsidized the ministry and by right wing funders. I did some alternative 

stuff during the trip of course and I was trying to emphasize and critique these [right wing] things. I told 

them “we met only Jews on this trip.” And they said they met some non-Jews too. And asked who they 

were, and they said “the drivers and the people who served the food.” I am glad that I asked them and they 

had to process it for a moment, what they saw, what it means. To realize what they were saying. I was so 

against taking this trip to begin with; I wanted to take them to a two-day trip just us, just our studying 

center. The principal decided that it was a once in a decade opportunity for them to do something so big, 

and he wanted them to go and to feel a part of something that usually most of them are deprived up because 

they couldn’t go on school trips because they were trouble makers. And it was a big group from the entire 

country, 250 kids. It makes you feel really a part of normative society. It is amazing how much this 

indulgent approach never really works… We can’t subsidize something like this that is not right wing. Fair 

enough. Ok, lets try and use what we have and the kids want to go anyway. So maybe as a principal I 

would decide not to go, but if my school takes kids to this program, I as a teacher want to be prepared and 

to be ready to problematize things that are said, not only to deconstruct power, but I want to before I go on 

the trip, I want to tell the tutor of my that say on the second night, I am doing the closure activity. Stuff like 
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that you know, to really be a part of it. But it is completely erased, and completely dismissed. One of the 

most frustrating things for me is…well, is that, if you’re right wing, you just have nachas [a Yiddish word 

that loosely translates to pride]. They just see the students take the tours around Israel. They take them to 

see where the bible sites and battles took place. It is subsidized, it’s just hermetically constructed so no 

other opinion or discourse can come in. It is just nachas. For us, if you’re in any way critical or just hold 

humanistic values even without thinking your supposed to use criticism as a tool in pedagogy and so on, it 

just feels so unfair. 

 
The issues Yael described reflects the desire of the state to encourage the exclusively Jewish 

character of Israel, coupled with her own desires to provide her students with something more 

balanced and nuanced. The response she had to the program is an understandable one given the 

lack of engagement with the Palestinians in the areas they visited and the overt politicization of 

the civics curriculum. Yael’s acknowledgement of how such programs serve to bring Israeli 

students into a “normative part of society” but that normativity is dependent upon adopting a 

right-wing ideology and identity consistent with the state’s use of Zionism and the negation of 

any other perspective. 

One Israeli Culture? Ashkenazi vs. Mizrahi 

 Zionism serves the dual function of shaping the national narrative as well as creating and 

reinforcing the state’s desire for a homogenous, unified Israeli culture, despite the multiplicity of 

ethnicities that make up the Israeli population (Peled-Elhanan, 15; Podeh, 2002). Yehuda Bar-

Shalom, a professor of education at David Yellin College in Jerusalem identifies the diverse 

population has created a series of “rifts” in Israeli society that the mainstream, secular public 

system is not adequately designed to address (Bar-Shalom, xi). The obvious rift is Israeli-

Palestinian conflict and the ongoing occupation. However another of the rifts is the less obvious 

problem of “ethnic stratification within Israeli society” (ibid, xi). The curriculum is designed to 

explore a wide range of concepts and themes, all of which are rooted in the idea that Israel is a 

part of the Western, Judaeo-Christian milieu, despite so many students who themselves are not 
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historically a part of this tradition. Many urban, inner city schools, particularly in Jerusalem and 

the Negev have predominantly Mizrahi or mixed background students. Bar-Shalom characterizes 

the attempt to integrate Mizrahi students into Israeli society as a failure, “most notably because 

[the state educational system] did not create an equal encounter” (Bar-Shalom, 95). Many of the 

teachers spoke candidly about a lack of student engagement with course materials, and in some 

instances a lack of desire to even try. This speaks to a larger, systemic issue of framing the 

narrative to fit the goals of the state, rather than framing the narrative to fit the population. 

Teachers like David struggle with a lack of interest in the materials, a desire to learn the histories 

or even bother to read the textbooks as well as the tension from Mizrahi desire to learn Jewish 

rather than Israeli history, lending credence to the systemic failure Bar-Shalom describes. 

D: There is a direct link in Israel between ‘Ashkenazim’ and um…between culture and ethnic and 

socioeconomic background. Almost all of them are ‘Mizrahim’. 

S: So then as far as actually teaching history goes, and the narrative is predominantly European? 

D: Definitely. 

S: How did your students your students, who had probably very little cultural affinity to that particular 

history, how did they react? Did they ever want to learn about their own? 

D: Most of the time they don’t ask because it’s not on their minds. It’s not as if I brought them the history 

of their fathers-I’m also Mizrahi. It was easy for me to bring the stories of our families and things like this. 

But everybody teaches us that kids are alienated to the history because they teach them their backgrounds, 

but even when I brought them stories from their backgrounds, they still weren’t interested because through 

the years they become uninterested by the time they came to me.  

 
All of the teachers spoke of the challenges they face with the idea of one national narrative and 

this challenge manifests itself in different ways. Yet each teacher maintained that the single 

historical and cultural narrative used in history and civics curriculums places the teachers in 

difficult positions, especially given the demographic mixture in the classroom. Yoni echoed the 

challenges found teaching Mizrahi students Western history while also establishing a link 

between Mizrahi communities and a lower socioeconomic position.  
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Y: First of all this is a lower class neighbourhood— 

S: What’s the demographic mixture like? Is it mostly Mizrahi? 

Y: It is mostly Mizrahi. 90%-10% A few Russians, a few Ethiopians. An Ashkenazi is a curse. If somebody 

is blond, even though he’s Moroccan, he’s called Ashkenazi. I don’t really know… 

S: One of the areas I’ve struggled to come to terms with is how the curriculum is set. You’re teaching 

American and European history right now. How does that speak to Mizrahi culture? 

Y: It doesn’t speak to the kids at all. They don’t care. They don’t understand “why can’t we study Jewish 

history?” Why can’t we study, not about Eretz Yisrael, [the Land of Israel] but like Jewish history? It’s 

funny last year when I taught about the crusades and some them really wanted to talk about the 3rd crusade 

which is some of the seminal work, and finally they were being taught about things they understand, 

Jerusalem, Acre, Jaffa. Then a girl says, “Why are we studying this?” And I say “now you’re asking this?” 

and she says, “What do I care about the Land of Israel? I’m Jewish. Why don’t we study about being 

Jewish. I can be Jewish in France or Italy. Israel’s a place, not a…” And I was like “Whoa, stop…” I was 

really surprised because they’re really right wing and for her to say that was really surprising. It’s hard for 

them to understand why we teach it. Kids who like history like every kind of history, and I’m trying to 

make it much more relevant like if I’m talking about the French revolution, I’ll also talk about the Arab 

revolutions [Arab Spring of 2012] now so they have something to think about, but they can’t understand, 

they don’t care, they can’t find France on the map or care about Louis XVI, but it’s the curriculum. And it’s 

important to study the French revolution. There are just some things you can’t ignore. I try to tell them that. 

Look, we are a part of western civilization whether we want to be or not. That’s where we should be. And 

for them to understand that, that means that western culture, I keep trying to tell them that it was very 

affected by Judaism. Judeo-Christian culture. You have to understand its history; you have to understand 

why we are living in a democracy, because here is the age of enlightenment. Then I give them the Israeli 

Declaration of Independence, ok where can you find ideas here in what Locke said or what Voltaire said.  

  
Guy, a history teacher in the Katmonim district of West Jerusalem, a very poor neighbourhood, 

had similar experiences as Yoni dealing with Mizrahi students: 

S: Do you think your students might have a better shot of gaining an appreciation for a more democratic 

way of thinking if their own identities are being spoken to in the curriculum a little more? In terms of say if 

the state is trying to, because there’s this narrative of the country being a democratic and inclusive place, 

wouldn’t it make more sense to teach the histories of all of its peoples? 

G: I tell you, for example for matriculation there is an option. You can choose between history 

matriculations in the 10th grade, that’s when they start doing Bagrut, which is very early but that’s how it is. 

What you study that is the beginning of Zionism and nationalism in Europe. That’s compulsory. But you 

can choose from two subjects, either 2nd temple era which is the time of the Greeks, Romans, Lag B’omer, 
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Hanukkah, Bar Kochva, the Temple, Masada, the temple’s destruction. So you can choose that or you can 

choose we call it, cities and communities in the diaspora. They take Prague, Baghdad and maybe 

somewhere in Morocco—a couple of typical cities and communities and study life there. I’ve never taught 

it so I’m not sure exactly. But it’s nice. It’s a different kind of history. It’s not war oriented. The more 

modern or post-modern history of people living, socialism things like that—we don’t teach it. We chose to 

do the other thing. You know other schools, they teach it. I think we ought to think about. We think [what 

we do now] it’s easier. They know Hanukkah and things like that, so we thought it might be easier for them 

to relate. They have the narrative. I don’t know how much they relate to their Baghdad or Kurdish 

communities; maybe none of them are from Baghdad. I don’t know. It’s not traditionally the materials that 

we teach so we don’t teach it. But it might be better. 

 
These students appear to be a challenge to work with for a number of reasons, but at the core it 

comes from the relatively conservative backgrounds of the families and the poor living conditions 

Mizrahi students face. Guy discussed how the students on the fringes feel, which is not 

uncommon for students who attend schools in poor neighbourhoods. In Israel, there is still tension 

between the Ashkenazi elite and the Mizrahi communities, who seem to most often exist in the 

working class, embodying stereotypes of ‘low culture’ and being embarrassed about their own 

cultural origins (Bar-Shalom, 105). The hegemony of the national narrative supersedes Mizrahi 

culture and heritage, which is something Bar-Shalom characterizes as “barely present” in the 

ordinary education system to start with (100). The types of narratives and educational materials 

used in Israeli schools exacerbate these tensions, while the gap in test scores reinforce the idea 

that Mizrahi Jews are barely present. Guy furthers this sentiment by acknowledging how Israeli 

historians have created a hierarchy of knowledge, rendering the Mizrahi histories as second tier 

from the start. He claims their culture is something “we do not teach”; the barriers are not just the 

textbooks, the parents or the politics, but also within the culture of teaching, a legitimacy that is 

conferred often upon a single choice that is made. 

G: You know you would ask historians and they would say its not important history, you can’t really use it. 

It’s boring, the side history, so why teach it? If you have to choose between Zionism and that, obviously 

one is more important. My students, they’re mostly Mizrahim, and they were second to come to Israel, after 



 

 75 

the Ashkenazi establishment, the leftists, the socialist, and European, Westernized establishment. They felt 

left out. They didn’t help to build the country and once you come into a place where the hierarchy is set, 

you feel completely on the fringes. And that’s where they developed a kind of anger towards the elite, the 

hegemony. Secondly they didn’t come from a secular type of ideology. Nationalistic, secular, socialist, they 

came from a more traditional place, and they were much more connected to traditional values, which are 

inherently more right wing. Now they’re sort of patriotic, but they don’t fall into that loop. Actually maybe 

they’re less. Many of them leave the country, they hate the country, and they don’t want to pay taxes, 

things like that. Don’t quote me on that. It’s not about patriotism; it’s more about traditional values. Then it 

takes kind of a headline, being patriotic, but it’s not. But also if you know the political history, Begin took 

them [the Mirahim] as part of his rise. He really spoke to them and they identify with him, and Begin was 

the right wing. 

 
Israelis vs. Arabs 
 
 One of the more difficult subjects teachers have to manage is the civics curriculum, 

which explicitly engages with Israeli society. Such an engagement necessitates discussions about 

the occupation, the conflict and the relationship that Israel has with its Palestinian and Arab 

subjects as well as the Arab Palestinian-Israelis who live within Israel’s proper borders. Guy 

identifies a fundamental problem in the classroom; it is even beyond a lack of desire to engage 

with the other in this instance, demonstrating in many ways the success of the Zionist discourse. 

Jewish students have no interest in learning about the other side because the other side is 

something that is hated.  

G: Now the students in our school are very right wing [in terms of the conflict]. I would even say there is 

complete hatred to Arabs. It’s in some classes just saying the word ‘Arabs’, for the whole lesson the rules 

change. Once you say ‘Arab’ in certain groups, everything is allowed. It’s very hard to stop it in some 

classes, not in all, so I find more and more that I have to be much more subtle in my way of dealing with it. 

 
By the time these students arrive in Guy’s grade 10 civics classes, the socialization has already 

occurred. While this example is by no means a universal situation in Israel, it is a fairly 

generalizable condition. Bar-Shalom describes the problem in a more gentle way, attributing this 

problem to a matter of not having any individualized encounters with Arabs, beyond the few 
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examples of Arab workers and Jewish employers (Bar-Shalom, 10). In a later interview Roi 

mentioned that his own children do not have any non-Jewish friends—in his case it is not by 

choice, but rather via the fact that the small community he lives in is an exclusively Jewish 

village—but that the experience of growing up without Arab friends is very much the norm.  

Matriculation 1: Teaching to the Test 
 

 One of the greatest challenges that Israeli teachers face is covering as much of the content 

as they can while still remembering the goal of matriculation. Standardized testing has become 

the new normal in Israel, following global trends towards testing as the measure of both student 

and teacher success. While standardization and test scores are hot button topics in education 

throughout the developed world, the gap between Jewish and Arab students, as well as between 

Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews is a serious concern in Israeli education. Several of the teachers 

identified matriculation as a gateway to citizenship. The history and civics curriculums are very 

broad, covering a wide range of western materials. High school teachers teach the enlightenment 

and the French and American revolutions. History is centered on European and World historical 

events primarily structured through a dual filter of western liberal values and Zionism. The 

history curriculum, characterized by Yoni as ‘beautiful’ is also far too big to be taught with any 

degree of success given the emphasis on matriculation, so the parts that are guaranteed to be on 

the Bagrut exams are the primary topics of instruction. 

Y: I don’t know. I think again, the curriculum itself is huge. It needs to be much more focused. The 

MATACH textbooks I really like them. They’re very clear, well built. You have the big topics and then 

they’re broken into smaller subjects. In history it’s very easy. 1, 2, 3 etc. In history I hate to teach it that 

way but I have to. It makes them a lot better organized. 

 
Not only does this leave gaps in knowledge, but it crystalizes the idea of legitimate knowledge 

even further, valuing certain ideas over others simply because they appear on the test. For many 

years, these tests were only used in high school towards graduation, but the culture of testing has 
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evolved and expanded in recent years. David expanded on the shift towards this culture of testing 

and how content begins to matter less than actually teaching to the test. 

D: What happens is during the year you teach from the book, but at a certain point the year the school gets 

mad. And what I am talking about is at the middle of the year, everybody is oriented towards the final 

exams, they don’t care anymore about the data, they don’t care about the history lessons, they don’t care 

about the meanings, they don’t care about anything; just prepare them for the test. And then there comes a 

thing called ‘meekudith’ look for it. What is ‘meekudith’? It is like something…well, private companies 

write—it takes all the materials for the test and like prepares them for the test, and they study only from this 

and they memorize the questions and the answers so they can go through the exam successfully. And 

basically if we ask what do the students remember after, they say they remember only from what they teach 

from the ‘meekudith’. It’s very interesting. 

S: From a pedagogical perspective, that must be very frustrating. 

D: It is! It’s very frustrating, and yet it is immanent to the system. They started it in the 4th grade and the 6th 

grade. But now because of standardization, they start it in elementary school. It is frustrating. It really 

became like this in the last few years. Still people want—every new minister wants more and more people 

to go through the testing. He wants the final results to show that he made it, that he made a difference, but 

you can’t make a difference in Education in only 2 years, only of you lowered the level of exams or do 

some kind of manipulation. Nobody works long term in education in Israel. 

 
Standardization is a part of the discourse, and it has changed the way teachers approach teaching. 

However one teacher, Yael found the content more of a relief than a chore when she was first 

tasked with providing supplementary tutoring to high school history students, commenting on 

how the focus was more on processes than on names and dates.  

Y: You have this nationalistic, patriotic way of teaching history in high school; it has nothing to do with 

teaching history later on as a social science. And it’s very much this way in Israel. I can really relate to it 

because I taught kids in history. I was a private, supplementary teacher in high school to some kids with 

learning disabilities to help them learn history to prepare them for their humanities matriculation exams. I 

was shocked. 

 
The process Yael references however begins at a very early age. While Matriculation exams 

begin in 4th grade, she spoke of educational standards as the norm by Kindergarten. 
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S: As far as testing goes, does the ministry add or take away funding based on this standardized testing? 

What is it for? 

Y: I know that teachers get some sort of evaluation and the school gets some sort of an evaluation for this, 

but I don’t know if the exams change the funding or anything. You can ask my colleague about that. 

Remind me that she agreed to speak to you, because teachers that really teach within the system are much 

more familiar with this. Standardization starts from KG. They don’t have tests in kindergarten per se, but 

they have all the kids in the KG should know the national song by Yom Ha’atzmaut [Independence Day]. 

And that’s rather new. And the evaluation, this idea that you have a standard curriculum and you can’t take 

a way that gives more of what you have to say. You have a very standard idea of what you must do with 

them by the time school even starts.  

 
Matriculation 2: Gateway to Citizenship 

 The Bagrut matriculation exams along with the Psychometric test are critical for access to 

mainstream society. Without matriculation, the students cannot enter post-secondary education 

and they are adversely affected in terms of placement for either military or national service, 

something that, despite the potential for exemptions, is compulsory for secular Israeli citizens. As 

David asserts, the students do not retain the knowledge that they are taught, instead keeping only 

what is required for memorization. And, as he also contends, there is not a lot of choice in terms 

of what content is required for the Bagrut.  

D: What you teach at high school you teach at the higher classes, when you teach for the Bagrut they give 

you the topics, so it’s not like you have lots of options. 

 
Matriculation is viewed as a gateway or entry point towards citizenship, so the teachers are placed 

in a difficult position; teach the curriculum or teach to the test, even if the content of the exam is 

all but certain to be irrelevant to the students, an issue Guy faced regularly. 

S: You said, or at least by the sounds of it, the dominant population you have is Mizrahi. So when you 

teach history, what histories are teaching? Is it the Zionist, Ashkenazi history? 

G: Yeah. Completely. I’ll tell you, matriculation is holy. It shouldn’t be but it is like that now. Yeah, so I 

don’t go 1 millimetre to the right or the left of what it says. Sometimes I ‘waste’ a lesson…’waste’ because 

it’s a waste doing things I think I had to do for my students and myself. It happens. But yeah… What 

comes up, we had trouble in history because for a few years the matriculation scores were awful, and the 
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ministry nearly punished us. We were afraid we would be decertified so we were more interested in kind of 

saving our reputation than dealing with anything else…. But let’s say forget about that. For the kids, the 

theory says it’s very important for them to matriculate, not because it’s important for their knowledge 

but for their sense of belonging, capabilities, part of society 

S: So if you don’t matriculate? 

G: It’s your ticket to society. “I have matriculated; I am a part of the society. I am not a failure.” And 

that’s more important for these fringe communities and populations than their history or identity. 

(Emphasis added). 

 
The teachers recognize the state places value on scoring well on tests but also find the impact of 

test scores frustrating in terms of what they can and cannot do in the classroom. Guy expressed 

many times in our interview that the only thing that mattered is teaching towards matriculation. 

However he also recognized the value that matriculating has for the students, to feel as though 

they belong.25 Access to full citizenship has more material value than any sense of being or 

belonging to their own individual communities. Roi takes a careful, nuanced approach to finding 

a balance between the pressure to teach to the test and the desire to teach his students other 

discourses:  

R: It really comes down to the final exams. If you want to teach about, say, Mizrahi history you can. It 

depends on your own initiatives. No one can prevent me from teaching this. 

S: That was going to be my next question—how much autonomy you actually have for bringing in your 

own texts? 

R: It depends on how much importance am I putting on bringing this kind of material to the class. It 

depends on my political approach, on what are my targets. Do I only want to help my students get better 

marks on the final exams or would I like to bring them to a much more critical way of thinking, to help 

them to ask themselves questions and disturb them in order to build their identities? I still feel like many of 

the students are captive in stereotypes, knowing nothing about their history and the history of others and 

due to the fact that there is no real negotiation or solutions in the near future, it’s become more and more 

difficult to teach such kinds of materials. 

 
                                                        
25 The link between matriculation and access to mainstream society is a major point of contention in the 

Arab sector and will be addressed in the next chapter. 



 

 80 

Roi was speaking about both national and pedagogic issues. Once again, there is a clear, 

demonstrable link to legitimate knowledge. Teachers struggle with striking a balance between 

what they have to teach vs. what they ethically feel they ought to teach, and with standardized 

testing acting as yet another gatekeeper, the ability to reach beyond the confines of the curriculum 

becomes even less likely.  

Section 2: Textbooks and Teaching 

A Jewish and Democratic State: Israeli textbooks and the relationship to the west. 

 Zionist history takes a Jewish-centric understanding of world historical events juxtaposed 

with the desire to highlight Israel’s place in the global west. This juxtaposition creates a very 

contradictory historical canon, one that uses the events of the Jewish bible as a source of ancient 

Jewish history, which, combined with the use of Western, liberal democratic history, helps to 

develop the supposedly democratic character of the nation-state. Apple’s second question, (whose 

knowledge is worth more?) becomes all the more poignant as a result. Much the same can be said 

about the civics curriculums; civics focuses on western values such as democracy, contemporary 

Israeli political and social life and Israel’s role in the world. Zionist values become elevated to the 

status of Jewish values, while identifying the state as an inherently western country places a set of 

expectations and elevated importance of western thoughts, ideals and cultural norms at the 

forefront of the educational experience. There is not a single standard book for any subject—

instead a few books are produced around a set of standards that the centralized Israel Ministry of 

Education develops. David expanded on how politicized the textbook selection process has 

become yet he manages to depoliticize what could be a very contentious process. 

S: The textbooks that you bring into the classroom, do you bring in exclusively texts that the school told 

you to or do you have a bit of flexibility with that? 

D: At the beginning of the year they give you-this is an interesting thing that I am telling you-you need to 

search for that as well, because in Israel they give you a list of books in history that you can teach history 
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from, you can choose them, several are better than others. Mostly teachers choose them not by the agenda 

but more about how easy it is from them. It’s only natural. 

 
Historically the Minister of Education was often from a left wing party in a right wing coalition, 

however this process changed somewhat in the last 15 years as the objectives of the textbooks 

have shifted based on the ruling party’s agendas. There is one consistent theme that remains; 

several civics and geography textbooks all directly address the supposedly democratic character 

of the state, including To be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and Democratic State, first published in 

2001 and republished in 2009 and 2013; Democratic Israel: Heritage Studies, Citizenship and 

Democracy, published in 2002; and To Be a Citizen of a Country: Principles of Democracy in the 

State of Israel also from 2009 and republished in 2014 (2009 cover pictured in figure 4.3).  

  
(Figure 4.3) 

A different publishing house produced each of these texts, but all have remarkably similar 

structures, content and most importantly, goals.  

Textbooks as Storybooks: History, Memory and a ‘Useable Past’ 

 As previously discussed, Israeli history textbooks are designed with a story in mind. A 

story needs characters, an obvious beginning, middle and end, and an easily identifiable 
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protagonist and antagonist. Based on the construction of the on-going conflict with Palestine and 

the idea of a continual narrative that pits the Jewish people against the constant threat of violence, 

such stories are very easily crafted. Stories about violence, death and dispossession have become 

the dominant mythological constructs in Jewish collective discourse and collective memory, 

ranging from the annual repetition of the stories of Passover, Purim and Hanukkah to, of course, 

the Holocaust. These tragic moments are a part of the ‘useable past’ that must never be forgotten 

(Peled-Elhanan, 2013; Nancy, 41). The memory of the Holocaust was imposed upon its survivors, 

much like the memory of independence was imposed on all who were affected by it; Israel, like 

the Holocaust has fundamentally changed the contemporary collective Jewish identity, acting as a 

moment to valorize and unify a diverse community of people that would otherwise have little 

common ground outside of ancient traditions and a shared mythology.  

 
(Figure 4.4)  

The images in figure 4.4 represents an aspect of this story, reinforcing the vision of the 

Palestinian Jew as one who fights as a Jew. Textbooks such as Travels in Time: Building a State 

in the Middle East tend to glorify the violent past of the Israeli state formation—the useable past 

as a means of producing cultural memory. Biblical history is used for a similar purpose, to 

develop a sense of continuity or living memory, one that Levinas (1987) describes as a past that 

has never been present. Jean-Luc Nancy (1982/91) frames narratives and myths as a way to 
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understand and interpret historical moments. Importantly for the case at hand, he utilizes the 

origin story of the Jewish people as the beginning of all stories. This parabolic tale is presented as 

the origin of and perpetuating force for communal bonds via the transmission and repetition of 

myths as not only factual history, but as objective truth (Nancy, 43-47). While Nancy’s work 

operates in a much more metaphysical tradition, textbooks provide a concrete space for the myths 

and historical narratives to be transmitted, to be continually produced and reproduced, a space 

where the narratives are both contained and constructed to force the communal bond Nancy 

asserts as necessary. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of textbooks created with the intention of 

telling a story is that the story is often the focal point of the teaching practice as well, an idea 

Yoni identified with quite readily. 

Y: When I studied for my teaching certificate, my instructor said, try and make it like a story. Don’t say: 

“the English”; say “John”, because they don’t care about the English. It’s pretty hard because as a teacher I 

have to really know the details and really know the background of the historical period in order to tell a 

story about or even make up a story. When I did my certificate, they don’t teach you history, they teach you 

how to teach history. 

Textbook Layout and Multimodality 

 Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2013) describes a multimodal reading of textbooks as one that takes 

into account both image and language. Guy takes a practical approach to textbook selection and 

explained the value of the images in a very simple way; he recognized the power of images as a 

teaching tool and indeed brought a sense of legitimacy to my own argument. 

S: Do you use the textbooks that the ministry recommends exclusively? 

G: It depends. First of all I use the textbooks because they’re important. They’re good. Most of them are 

very good actually. Most of them have good things, you know. How could I not use them? Also, you know, 

textbooks have text and pictures. You can use that. (Emphasis added). 

 
Textbooks are designed to guide the reader from one place to the next. Some text is placed on the 

page in such a way that it must be read, while other parts are designed as if to be avoided (39), 

drawing from Barthes (1977) concepts of ‘anchorage’, which states that “words elucidate 
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pictures” (Barthes, cf. Peled-Elhanan 212, 39). A second concept Peled-Elhanan uses is 

‘integration’, which focuses on moments where text and image blend into the one semiotic 

space—sometimes this is words overlaid on top of a photo, or words in the background of a 

particularly important or defining text. The images pictured below serve both functions, as an 

anchor on the page as well as a moment of integration.  

  
(Figure 4.5) 

 
Figure 4.5 describes several different visions for a Jewish state, including the motivation for these 

different visions: 1) a nation, 2) a nation and a state, 3) a homeland and 4) a designation to give 

this state. It references David Ben-Gurion and his plan for an armed struggle to create the state, 

one that depended on British and American support for success. The anchor is three pictures that 

reference the different militias and campaigns that were involved in the armed struggle. The 
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integration is the use of language on the posters, particularly the English language poster, which 

directly references a campaign by the British government to recruit Jewish fighters for an 

exclusively Jewish unit to fight the Nazis. Figure 4.5 coopts the British recruitment tool as a way 

of legitimating the concept of the “warrior Jew” that was used as a tool for nation building 

throughout the early stages of Israel’s development. The “Jews want to Fight as Jews” is a rather 

iconic image and is also found in The 20th Century (1998) in figure 4.6, a book identified by 

Podeh (2002), Firer (2004) and Peled-Elhanan (2012) as an example of a more progressive 

textbook. Indeed the poster stands alone on the page in that textbook and the text that surrounds it 

tells a more complete version of the time period, including Jewish involvement in the British 

military. In the later book, the image is used exclusively as an anchor, given more prominence on 

the page and used to add emphasis to the story rather than to frame it.  

 What is missing from this section is any historical context; the Haganah, Lehi, Irgun and 

Palmach were competing military organizations operating within Israel. The third image in figure 

4.5 is the symbol for Lehi, a paramilitary group that was, along with the Haganah, one of the two 

paramilitary groups that committed the massacre at Deir Yassin before the War of Independence. 

That Lehi was a controversial entity throughout its brief history remains absent from this section 

of the textbook entirely—however their slogan, loosely translated to “If I forget Jerusalem, I 

forget my right hand,” is included in the caption, a subtle reminder of the Zionist narrative that 

reinforces the useable past and predicts the future (re)unification of the holy city. Unlike the 

Haganah and the Palmach, during the war Irgun and Lehi were both committed to taking 

Jerusalem in spite of (future Prime Minister) David Ben Gurion’s decision to abandon the city. 

Indeed some have speculated that the staged photos Yael spoke of in her interview (and such as 

the photo used in figure 4.7) were taken as a way of re-inserting the Haganah and the emergent 
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Labour party into the official history at the expense of the underground, consistent with the 

development of a useable past in order to construct a viable national narrative. 

 
(Figure 4.6) 

 
History Textbooks: Liberalism, Legitimate Knowledge and Legitimation 

 One of the biggest concerns that some Israeli scholars have addressed is found in the 

historical representation of events such as the Deir Yassin massacre from 1948. Nurit Peled-

Elhanan has written extensively on this subject, particularly in terms of how it helped shape the 

national narrative; the history has been used as a rallying point for nation building. However 

textbooks characterize this story as examples of why the ends do in fact justify the means. The 

end result is a fluid conception of history that is indebted to a type of Kantian moralism inherent 

to most liberal societies that can justify the use of deadly force in the name of the greater good.  
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 Deir Yassin is a very contentious subject in Israeli history, the story of an Arab village 

that was effectively cleansed of its Palestinian population in 1948, despite having made a treaty 

with their Israeli-Jewish neighbours. The story has been changed in history textbooks multiple 

times, including in books written by the same author ten years apart. The narrative of the story 

changed from characterizing the village as friendly to an actively hostile base for Arab soldiers 

(Peled-Elhanan, 2010, 392). Textbooks such as The Age of Horror and Hope and The 20th 

Century both make reference to this event as a catalyst for nation building (Avieli-Tabibian, 313-

14; Peled-Elhanan 2010, 2012). 

 In textbooks, meanings are produced in multiple ways—writing is time-based whereas 

image is space-based. Writing, particularly historical writing follows a chronological order, 

whereas images do not always have to be rooted in time. Instead images are more spatially 

oriented, giving way to positioning at layout. The story of Deir Yassin is structured to adhere to 

this logic in Travels in Time.  

  (Figure 4.7) 

The aftermath of Deir Yassin is described thusly: “This attack caused shock among Arabs, 

frightened many of them and increased escape from Jewish occupied areas” (102). Perhaps more 

powerful than the way the story is told is the image found immediately below the text, of soldiers 

from the Harel Brigade celebrating after the recapture of Kastel in October 1948. The visual link 
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to another part of the conflict is indicative of a “relay” device (Barthes, 1977; Van Leeuwen, 

2005). According to Van Leeuwen (2005), in relay, text and image are complimentary to each 

other but are also components of “distinct information” that can sometimes contradict the words 

(229). The image of the soldiers directly below the Deir Yassin story acts as a relay, sending both 

complementary and contradictory information to the readers, given that the image is out of sync, 

chronologically speaking, with the content of the section, while also softening the impact of the 

text itself—students do not see the aftermath of a massacre but rather the evidence of a successful 

campaign that occurred months later, further erasing the effects of the action and replacing it with 

something useable and easy to digest. To revisit Yael’s claims from chapter 3, the photos used in 

the textbooks are chosen to intentionally support a certain message, legitimating the actions and 

outcomes of both campaigns in the process. There are no actual photos from Deir Yassin, yet it is 

a commonly held assumption within Israel that many of the photos from the era that do exist were 

often staged months later. 

 To return to chapter 2, a major assumption of liberal institutions is the idea of inherent 

neutrality. This assumed neutrality extends to the classroom and tends to further the process of 

legitimation. David’s approach to teaching about Deir Yassin and other contentious historical 

events is consistent with his own liberal Zionist position. 

S: Do you ever bring in anything to unsettle or disrupt the narrative at all? 

D: Oh yes definitely, its very important for me, even though I am a Zionist myself, you don’t need to be 

afraid to be a Zionist intellectually. Whenever I teach the war of independence, I teach about the Naqba, I 

show them the suffering of the Arabs. I even teach them about the massacre in Deir Yassin, which was a 

terrible thing. It’s important for me that they will know. Even though I don’t think those topics will 

undermine or totally destroy the Zionistic approach, because the people who did that were criminals so I 

have no ideological problem with that. I consider them to be criminals and I teach my kids to be different. 

 
The teaching practice deployed by David fits the model of assumed liberal neutrality perfectly, 

even stating that while the perpetrators committed a criminal act, he believes teaching this story 
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does not undermine the narrative at all and could in fact strengthen it intellectually, absolving the 

crimes and not necessarily destabilizing the idea behind or the intention of the act. Instead of 

challenging the systemic problem and how this pattern of behaviour has continued, the individual 

actors are isolated as criminals who engaged in a horrific act while a structural critique is absent 

from the teaching practice. Even the idea of “teaching my kids to be different” speaks to the level 

of penetration of the primary understanding of Zionism, to be critical of a practice while still 

operating inside of it.  

 While the presentation of details of the events has been fluid, the implications of the story 

remain consistent; the events were necessary towards creating and maintaining a “crucial Jewish 

majority.” This implication is consistent with the Zionism as both a national narrative and 

ideological construct, making the killings, ethnic cleansing and population transfers, seem 

justifiable. Indeed at the time of during the war, Weizmann condemned the actions but praised 

their consequences, referencing the outcome as “a miracle” (Bar-Navi, 196), drawing a clear link 

to Kant’s moral philosophy as discussed in chapter 2. As Peled-Elhanan (2010) suggests, the big 

picture is the educational lesson, which was the events were necessary to secure the space for a 

Jewish majority long term (392). The readers learn about why this is important in the context of 

nation building, and, given David’s own ideological position, his teaching reinforces rather than 

destabilizes the event’s significance. The students still learn the narrative in the textbook, that 

while Deir Yassin was a massacre perpetrated by “criminals” as David characterized them, the 

event helped to provide both motivation and momentum for the Palestinian exodus—an exodus 

that was a necessity for the survival of the Jewish character of the nation state. 

History Textbooks: The Naqba 

 The under-represented and controversial flipside to the creation of Israel is the event 

known to the Palestinians as the Naqba (catastrophe). It is a controversial topic in Israeli society, 
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with the word evoking harsh reactions from political leaders and Israeli Jewish citizens alike. As 

discussed earlier, the Naqba has at times been used in textbooks to describe the aftermath of 

Israeli independence for the Palestinians, but at other times the word has been intentionally 

omitted, both from the textbooks and from the general public discourse. The pages reproduced 

below are from Building a State in the Middle East and Age of Horror and Hope. They provide a 

summary of events from the summer of 1948, the expulsion of Palestinians from Ramle and 

Lydda, (now Ramla and Lod), events deemed a part of the Palestinian national tragedy. Absent 

from the summary are the consequences for the Palestinian residents. Given the historical and 

contemporary debate surrounding the recognition of each side’s “right to exist”, the validation of 

one side is dependent upon the negation of the other for the sake of establishing and maintaining 

a coherent collective memory (Podeh, 7-8). 

 
(Figure 4.8) 
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Figure 4.8, taken from Travels in Time is of Palestinians being expelled from Ramle by IDF 

soldiers in July 1948, part of what would become known as the Naqba. The section heading at the 

top of the page translates to “The army’s achievements” and describes the expulsion of Arabs 

throughout the summer of 1948 as consistent with the spirit of Plan D—under the discretion of 

the commanders but not part of a consistent national policy. The equivalent description of these 

events found in Age of Horror and Hope actually includes the term “Naqba”, but it is placed at 

the very end of a lengthy description of the events of 1948, as if to suggest the use of the term is 

more of an historical footnote than an actual legitimate cultural narrative (314). Roi discussed the 

history of Zionism in terms of the origins of the conflict, framing the absence of knowledge about 

the Naqba as a central issue. Indeed it is the lack of knowledge that seemed to reinforce and 

validate the old mode of thinking about peace as inherently rooted in a two-state solution. 

R: You know the history of Zionism? It was always two ways of thinking about the Israeli Arab conflict. It 

was not born. It was here since 1917 Balfour declaration, since then in many ways. I was educated in a way 

that to divide the state into 2 states, Israelis and Palestinians. Although we never heard about the Naqba and 

we believed that the Arabs ran away from here, all of them. But we also believed that in order to make 

peace you should divide the states. It’s a matter of problem with the land. And don’t forget, I was born in 

69. 10 years after I was born we had a peace agreement with Egypt, after Israel “gave” Sinai back to Egypt. 

So it is possible that if you give the land you’ll get the peace.  

 
 But why does the acknowledgement of the word matter? To some, it could indicate that 

acknowledging the word is tantamount to acknowledging that the Naqba happened at all. 

Recognition of the Naqba could have the effect of destabilizing the national narrative, which is 

consistent with the current policy surrounding Naqba Day activities in Israel and the redefinition 

of Israel’s “Basic Law” as discussed in chapter 2. The creation of the State of Israel is a major 

celebration, a national public holiday complete with parades and major public events in every city 

and town. Recognizing the Naqba in any official capacity would have the effect of lending 

credence to the validity of a secondary narrative. In this context, Netanyahu’s 2007 comments 
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surrounding controversial textbooks referenced earlier become less about ideological 

commitments and more about existential dilemmas. How could the creation of something deemed 

so wonderful actually be the source of someone else’s tragedy? To return to the work of 

Emmanuel Levinas, the erasure of the Naqba ensures that in the Israeli consciousness, the 

Palestinian people indeed have no face. Eliminating the word from the discourse ensures the 

erasure. Levinas can in this way almost be used against himself (Butler, 45-46). “To be 

persecuted [Levinas] tells us is the obverse of a responsibility for the other. The two are 

fundamentally linked, and we see the objective correlate of this in the double valence of the face” 

(ibid, 47).  

 The elimination of the word serves a second function, as it reinforces the inability to see 

the face of the other both historically as well as materially. Levinas has described existence in any 

place is “to be interrupted and defined by the others who are in this place. This is an act of 

substitution or usurpation, but it is one that grounds responsibility towards the other” (Butler, 61).  

 In some ways, he gave us the very principle that he betrayed. And this means that anyone and 

 everyone are not only free, but also obligated, to extend that principle to the Palestinian people, 

 precisely because he could not. His failure directly contradicts his formulation of the demand to be 

 ethically responsive to those who exceed our immediate sphere of belonging, but to whom we 

 nevertheless belong, regardless of any question of what we choose or by what contracts we are 

 bound, or what established forms of cultural belonging are available (Butler, 2011, 7). 

 
Butler uses Levinas against himself to create a space to see the Palestinians and force the ethical 

demand. While Butler’s position is understandable, it is difficult to see this obligation being met 

in the context of Israeli schools, as even in situations where recognition of the Naqba is present 

and teachers try to teach about it, the significance to Israeli Jews is often strained or muted. The 

Naqba is held up as a mirror against Israeli Independence rather than given its own place. This 

lends credence to Butler’s contention that both Israeli and Palestinian identities are constituted by 

their relation to alterity, which in essence is a “condition of having lived amongst those to whom 
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one does not belong, often in modes of unwilled proximity” (2012, 214). The colonization or 

usurpation is not just of land, but also of historical memory, legitimating one’s cultural 

experience over that of the other.  

Civics: Democracy and Representations of the Other 

 The civics curriculum is designed to focus on a combination of historical values and 

current affairs, with a focus on social and political life in Israel. The program is designed to 

explore what a country is, the population, the government, borders, and demographics. It is 

designed with a comparative approach in mind, but like the history curriculum, it places Israel at 

the center and works outwards in its comparison. There are sections in civics textbooks that cover 

global systems while others focus exclusively on Israeli life, Israeli politics, governmental 

structures and Jewish values. The relationship between Jewish citizens of Israel and Palestinian-

Israelis are given some attention, often in the context of political agreements and conflicts. Guy 

spoke very candidly about his struggles teaching the civics curriculum fairly while still 

accounting for the complexities of the political situation in Israel. He had difficulties connecting 

with his students whenever more politically sensitive or controversial topics needed to be 

addressed, particularly events like the Naqba or the potential demographic problems in the West 

Bank and East Jerusalem.  

S: In the civics curriculum, how current do things get? Do you talk about the occupation and the Intifada, 

things like that? 

G: Civics is about being current and contemporary. It’s best to use things from now, from the news, things 

that happened in the last few years. All the examples are not interesting, so in those terms, you use 

contemporary stuff. 

S: How do the students react to that kind of language? Like if you’re bringing up the idea of part of the 

country technically being under occupation? 

G: They react very badly. They say it’s ours and that’s that. But what I say. I go to the formalities of it all. 

We never annexed it, never made it ours legally. Yes the Golan is annexed so it’s actually part of the 

country. It’s what you need to do though, you give rights to the people, Jerusalem is part of Israel, legally 



 

 94 

or whatever. But we never annexed the west bank for a lot of reasons. Why? We have a problem with it. I 

say: “look, we have a problem.” And I draw the problem, the lines of the problem. For example there’s a 

very big Arab population. If we legitimately annex it, we have to give rights to all of the people. By 

international law we have to provide voting rights or at least civic rights, and there’s 2.25 million of them. 

It’s a problem. If we withdraw and follow the green line we might have a security problem. I draw the 

dilemmas. I try all the time to give the other side, like much more. I try to get out of my body and be 

objective. But sometimes I have to go even more right wing than I want to be, than I’m comfortable being, 

because otherwise I will lose them. And I lost a couple of classes completely. I lost my legitimacy 

completely, that’s how I feel. They completely wiped me out. 

 
Guy’s struggles to address these political topics placed him in a remarkably difficult position, 

trying to strike the right balance between engaging his students and maintaining his own 

legitimacy and authority in the classroom. This struggle to maintain legitimacy is a common 

problem for teachers, however given how sensitive and emotionally exhausting these topics can 

be, with personal connections to the history as it unfolds, the struggle for legitimacy in the 

classroom takes on an entirely new meaning. 

 (Figure 4.9) 

 Figure 4.9 is the table of contents from To be a Citizen of Israel: A Jewish and 

Democratic State. The items on the list include section headings such as “What is a Jewish 

State?” and “What is Democracy?” and the book opens with an overview of the Israeli 

Declaration of Independence, which has no binding force and yet is invoked for demonstrating 
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the principles of democracy and Zionism in action. However, the values of democracy and the 

ideology of Zionism have proved incompatible over the years, as demonstrated by the need to 

question democracy throughout the textbook, not to mention the students’ perspectives on the 

contents of this very declaration. Guy’s experience teaching civics speaks directly to the 

contradictions found in this textbook.  

G: Of course and when touching on the conflict, it happens especially in the civics, because when you’re 

talking civics, you’re talking the state of Israel. How it started, the declaration, the conditions that were 

there, like democracy and equality. In the declaration you have the vision of Israel and you have to 

compare the vision and the reality. Do you agree with the vision? And of course now the students don’t 

agree with the vision at all, because the vision talks about equality and things like that and now the students 

in our school are very right wing in terms of the conflict. I would even say, complete hatred to Arabs. 

 
Later in the same interview, Guy reiterated a similar idea, but with much greater detail, 

expressing how the values of the Declaration of Independence are almost incompatible with 

contemporary Israeli life: 

G: For example in the last civics lesson with the 9th graders, we were speaking about the Declaration of 

Independence and we were talking about the Jewish state, what’s Jewish and what’s democratic. It’s 

written in the declaration, but not much. And we also talked about what kind of a state we would want. And 

I gave them a few examples and they had to choose whether they were for or against. Like busses on 

Saturday, transportation and roads blocked on Saturday, everyone has to eat kosher and pray at school 

every day, things like that. And they had to vote. And I took the religious side and explained, “Look if there 

was no traffic at all and the roads were blocked, every week it would be like Yom Kippur. Imagine how 

peaceful it would be?” This is what the Jewish state is meant to be. You know I can relate to it, but I can 

relate to anything if I put my mind to it, and being a teacher it’s important to know the whole spectrum of 

ideas. So for a second I become ultra orthodox. Of course that’s easier for them to take, and definitely some 

of them completely relate. But it’s harder for some of them if I become an Arab even for one second, but I 

do it. 

  
Civics textbooks attempt to use democracy almost as a synonym for multiculturalism as a way to 

ensure the Jewish character of the state goes unquestioned in the textbooks. It is up to the teachers 

to engage with the complexity and contradictions. 
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(Figure 4.10)  

Figure 4.10 demonstrates this contradiction almost too well. On the right is a rally and exhibition 

for the Jewish National fund, complete with a life-sized replica the iconic blue box found in 

almost every home, synagogue and community center in the Jewish diaspora in the center of the 

page. The JNF is a Zionist organization and a key Israeli development agency that has been 

instrumental in creating Israel’s vast network of parks, owning most of the land in the state. It 

also only allows Jews any access to this land. On the left is the first page of the second section, 

entitled “What is Democracy?” and showing the many faces of Israel’s citizens, including some 

non-Jewish faces. The conflation of democracy and liberal-multiculturalism is not an uncommon 

one, however in this context it almost reinforces the inherent contradiction of Israeli society.  

 In this particular chapter, students learn about democratic ideas, definitions and 

approaches to democratic statehood, the limits of democracy, and ends with a section that is 

literally titled “why democracy?” (Aden, 5). However despite the inclusion of many non-Jewish 

faces at the start, this chapter includes only a very small section on the consequences of being a 

Jewish state for its Arab citizens. 
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(Figure 4.11) 

The very first line in this paragraph, which is ostensibly about the consequences for Israel’s Arab 

citizens, restates “the fact that Israel is the Jewish state means it is the state of all members of the 

Jewish nation, even those who are not citizens.” It follows this claim by stating that Palestinian-

Israelis often feel that Israel is their country but the state of the Jewish people, without a trace of 

irony, an issue endemic to all ‘nation’-states almost by default.  

 Israel is taught as the Jewish state, home to the Jewish nation regardless of citizenship or 

nationality, while Palestinian-Israelis are portrayed as second-class citizens in their own country 

because of the inherent Jewishness of the state. Perhaps the text was intended as a sort of 

politically correct form of appeasement meant to include the Arab Israeli communities, 

particularly since this textbook is used in Arab sector classrooms as well. However it instead 

comes across as reinforcing otherness, ensuring that both Jews and Arabs understand that in Israel 

citizenship is defined racially.26 Yael encountered the duality of citizenship directly in her 

classroom. 

                                                        
26 The concept of racial citizenship, which draws heavily from David Theo Goldberg’s (2001/2002) The 

Racial State, will be explored significantly in Ch. 5. In essence, to define a citizen racially is to make it 

known that the character of the state itself is racialized. In this context, Israel is the Jewish state, first and 
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So are the students that you’re teaching in this program, are they all just Jewish? 

Well, I had one Palestinian kid, one Muslim Palestinian kid. He had a Jewish name. It was 2-3 years ago. 

His name was ‘Ahmed’, but his Jewish name was, I am trying to remember but it had nothing to do with 

‘Ahmed’. It was so complex for him, its crazy. I remember the way he reacted when I spoke some Arabic 

for him--he was really thrilled. I once called his parents to look for him because sometimes the kids don’t 

show up for class so we call home. It’s a personal relationship we have with the students. I spoke to his 

mother in Arabic, right when he entered the office. And he was thrilled, because his mother doesn’t speak 

Hebrew so much. But sometimes he would only speak Hebrew and respond only to his Jewish name. It was 

so weird; he wasn’t a part of the group at all.  

 
This example speaks to the duality of the Palestinian-Israeli experience; the tacit recognition of 

being second-class in your own space is a part of daily life. Those who are not Jewish will take 

Jewish names when operating in Jewish spaces, in part to feel more comfortable in the 

surroundings and to be included in social and academic life,27 which forces its Arab citizens to 

think racially about themselves, always recognizing who and what they are not, an otherness that 

extends to all aspects of life. 

Alternatives to the Mainstream 

 While widespread adoption of alternative materials has yet to occur, a three part series of 

textbooks that covers both the Israeli and Palestinian histories was developed by PRIME, the 

Peace Research Institute in the Middle East. Daniel Bar-On and Sami Adwan, one of the scholars 

who lead the most recent comprehensive study of Israeli and Palestinian textbooks, developed the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

foremost. Therefore citizenship is contingent upon the condition of Jewishness, rather than residence, given 

that any Jewish person from anywhere can claim citizenship in Israel via the right of return. This impacts 

all other aspects of public and private life in Israel, including education. 
27 One of my Druze neighbors from my residence floor adopted this tactic in medical school. Instead of 

going by his given name, he used a Hebrew name throughout his military service (mandatory for Druze 

citizens of Israel) and his entire university career. While fiercely proud of his Druze identity, he recognized 

that having a Hebrew name would open doors into mainstream society that as a Druze Arab doctor could be 

valuable for his career. My interaction with my Arab neighbors and friends will be covered in Appendix A. 
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series. The first book covers the 1917 Balfour Declaration, the 1948 War of Independence, the 

Naqba and the first Intifada of 1987. The second explores each side’s perspective on the 1920s, 

1930s and the war of 1967. The final book covers the 1950s, 1970s and the Oslo period of the 

1990s. Currently the first two have been translated into several languages including English and 

have been used as teaching tools in Europe. The Israeli and Palestinian teachers who were 

involved in the text’s development adopted the book for their 9th and 10th grade history classes but 

required special permissions and arrangements to do so. The first book was published in 2002, 

during the height of the 2nd Intifada, making its use in the classroom particularly difficult, 

especially during higher moments of conflict between the two sides (Adwan and Bar-On, 2006, 

5), with some teachers opting to teach it in their homes outside of normal school hours as a way 

to reduce the tension (ibid, 5). 

 The experimental three part “Two Narratives” series came up in conversation with three 

teachers in under a week, as well as in discussions with Dan Goldenblatt, the director of Israel 

Palestine Creative Regional Initiatives (IPCRI), who provided English translations of the first two 

textbooks. Roi was the only teacher interviewed who actually uses it regularly, however. 

R: Here is something from a group of Israeli and Palestinian history teachers. It’s called “Learning Each 

Other’s Historical Narrative.” And each of the group wrote the narrative of each nation—the right side is 

the Israeli, the left side is Palestinian. In the middle in these lines every student can put in his input. 

S: That’s fascinating! 

R: I actually wanted to copy it for you because I know it’s very important for your research but I forgot. So 

what I’m doing, I bring to the class, I copy it, bring to the class and analyze what is written in the Israeli 

narrative and the Palestinian narrative and try to understand the shifting about how they see the Israelis and 

the Palestinians, and how we see it. 
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(Figures 4.12 & 4.13) 

Figures 4.12 and 4.13 are the Hebrew and English versions of the same page, but the contrast 

from the mainstream textbooks to this textbook is remarkable. The histories are out of sync, as the 

Israeli and Palestinian narratives prioritize different events. The same story is told in two different 

ways; as such the points of emphasis are quite different. Perhaps the most unique aspect of the 

textbook is the center column, left intentionally blank so that the students can synthesize each 

narrative for themselves and fill in the gaps, creating their own individualized versions of the 

histories and having the opportunity to engage with the two narratives in a dialogue. Such a 
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textbook embodies the kind of radical education Freire theorized, where dialogue becomes the 

most important act, particularly if the oppressed are to have an opportunity to rise and make 

radical change.  

 The structure and layout of these textbooks is as important as the content. Seeing maps 

and photos from both perspectives offers changes the rules of what a textbook can do—instead of 

being a document telling a single story, with a single point of view, it becomes more about 

understanding why every story has different implications. It eliminates the silence and provides 

both students and teachers an opportunity to have a dialogue, to compare the two narratives in 

real time. Paulo Freire’s goal is to break us of our traditional thought process, to stop simply 

accepting what we are told and to start engaging and dialoguing with these ideas critically. As he 

states: 

 Those who have been denied their primordial right to speak their word must first reclaim this right 

 and prevent the continuation of this dehumanizing aggression… Dialogue is thus an existential 

 necessity. And since dialogue is the encounter in which the united reflection and action of the 

 dialoguers are addressed to the world which is to be transformed and humanized, this dialogue 

 cannot be reduced to the act of one person’s "depositing" ideas in another, nor can it become a 

 simple exchange of ideas to be "consumed" by the discussants (76-77). 

 
Without dialogue there can be no communication, and without communication there can be no 

true education. The two narratives texts allow that type of active communication to happen rather 

than merely “depositing” a narrative. This type of text necessitates a conversation, as the two 

sides are positioned to speak to each other and create a space for teachers to use the conversation 

as a pedagogical tool, while the absence of such resources in the mainstream is indicative of a 

lack in dialogue. The strength of this kind of text places mainstream textbooks into a rather stark 

relief as a result, something Yael commented on in the context of her encounters with Palestinian 

students. 
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Y: When teaching ‘Ulpan’ [Hebrew language courses] I’ve had Palestinian students. The first year I didn’t 

have any, so the map exercise I showed you earlier, I consulted my boss how am I going to teach this? I 

thought it was stupid, ignorant. I didn’t think it was shameful. And she said you can “ask what is missing, 

you can have a critical discussion.” And I said, “ok cool, that’s an interesting way to deal with this”. The 

year after I had 3 Palestinian students and I was ashamed. I didn’t know what to do. And the first text in 

this textbook I showed you, it’s probably the most serious advanced textbook for learning Hebrew. I was 

ashamed because the first lesson in this book is “why is the state of Israel called the state of Israel?” [Figure 

4.14] It could have been a critical discussion right, but of course it isn’t. Luckily my colleague taught it, but 

later, even things that are considered critical that are considered left wing or brave discussions, later in the 

course, I teach the sticker song, it’s about bumper stickers. One after the other, composed by David 

Grossman, and a very popular Israeli band sings it, and I didn’t expect to feel as horrible as I did. I looked 

at the stickers, and even though it leaves some out, some of the stickers quoted are so racist, so even though 

it’s within a critical context of a good, enlightened Jew, enlightened author, I brought into class a song that 

quotes racist and violent phrases Israeli public uses against Palestinians, and I had 3 Palestinian students in 

my class. 

 
(Figure 4.14) 

Oh wow. That’s not good. 

No, not good at all. I didn’t know whether to look at them or not to look at them, what exactly could I say 

about this. I did the lesson the way I did it in the year before, asking them to divide the stickers between left 

and right, but this time after they did the division, I took I a few of the stickers and held them up and said 
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“is this right wing?” and the sticker said “don’t give them weapons.” Is this right wing or is this just 

racism? It has nothing to do with left and right. I just didn’t know what to do. It was the first time I looked 

at these stickers and I realized I couldn’t legitimize it as a political position; it’s pure racism. You don’t 

realize just how horrible your pedagogical materials are until that point. 

 
By and large the teachers use the ministry-approved textbooks, but some have thought to bring in 

or develop materials of their own so that students have an opportunity to explore other 

possibilities. Yael in concert with others in the radical, left wing “Political Teachers” organization 

has been developing an online database of resources designed explicitly to have Palestinian and 

even non-Zionist counter historical ideas.  

S: So how do you get away with putting your own spin on things? 

Y: Unfortunately you have to invent everything. And one of the things I am trying to do now, in the last 

couple of months. I am trying to get teachers to want to make alternative programs that we can use, 

information sources on the web, that we can upload things that we make. 

S: So like an open-source database? 

Y: Yes! Thank you. And the idea is that like, we won’t have “alternative” teachers. Not just indoctrination 

but actual education! We don’t want them to exhaust themselves inventing everything day by day.  

 
It is still very much a work in progress and has likely halted due to the organization’s hiatus. 

Nonetheless it is a valuable project that could be a tremendous benefit to those teachers who wish 

to challenge the status quo in their classrooms. 

 The Israeli teachers interviewed have identified significant struggles they endure 

regularly, with content, expectations, with their students and with their own politics as they 

engage with the complexities of classroom dynamics. The policies and changing political 

dynamics at the Israeli ministry of education certainly does not help matters for these teachers, as 

there are many inconsistencies between the curricular expectations in history and civics vis-à-vis 

the heavy emphasis on Matriculation as a gateway to society. Furthermore, all of the teachers 

described their own conflicted relationship between teaching the curriculum and bringing in other 

sources of information, understanding the necessity of alternative historical narratives. Some 
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wished to challenge the hegemony of the Zionist historical narrative while others recognized 

themselves as deeply embedded in and committed to that narrative. Teaching history and civics is 

full of contradictions, much like the teachers themselves, demonstrating the near impossibility of 

teaching these subjects with any degree of objectivity. The textbooks presented their own sets of 

challenges to the teachers, given the very obvious, intentional narrative building found within 

them, reinforcing the idea that citizenship in Israel is entirely contingent on ethnicity.  
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Chapter 5 

The Arab Sector: Gaps in Knowledge, Gaps in Citizenship 

The consequence of teaching a single historical and cultural narrative in a divided society is the 

reactions those identified as “other” have to this narrative. The Palestinian-Israeli community is 

itself a complex society, with multiple religions and cultural groups. This diversity extends to the 

relationship each group and the individuals within each group have with Israel, politically, 

socially and personally. However in spite of these complex divisions, there is an overriding sense 

within the Arab sector that next to no effort is placed upon improving the welfare of the more 

than 500 000 Arab students, fully one quarter of the student population of Israel. When 

considering the gaps in funding and test scores as well as the content used in history and civics in 

the Arab sector, it becomes much more clear that citizenship in Israel is defined racially. Indeed 

the curricular resources used in Israeli classrooms are designed to further the ethno-racial divide. 

Essentially, to be Arab is to be inherently second-class. The interviews I conducted with Israeli-

Jewish teachers provided glimpses into the hierarchical nature of citizenship in Israel, however 

this hierarchy came into a much greater focus upon interviewing members of the Arab sector.  

 The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate that Arab schools in Israel reinforce a singular 

national narrative that is incompatible with the needs and values of the Arab sector. The 

disparities found in the Arab sector legitimize an ethnocratic regime that defines citizenship 

racially. Textbooks produced for the Israeli Ministry of Education underscore the way that Arabs 

and Palestinians are represented and how these representations further legitimize the racialization 

of citizenship. As individuals, Palestinians are viewed as tokens or types, like the “good Arab” 

(Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 2009; Said, 230-33), but any sort of collective political self-identification 

is rendered as either illegitimate or erased. Zionism simply does not allow space for other 
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nationalisms to exist for any reason, which crystalizes the absence of alterity in the Levinasian 

sense, rendering any sort of ethical practice impossible in the classroom.  

 The interviews used in this chapter will highlight the three I conducted in the Arab sector; 

two of these interviews were with Palestinian-Israeli teachers, one Christian, Nasrin, and one 

Muslim, Laila. A third interview was conducted with Atef Moadi the director of the Follow-Up 

Committee on Arab Education. The Follow-up committee is a lobby group that has attempted to 

make meaningful change in the Arab sector through government and has produced several studies 

that highlight the disparities in Arab education in Israel. In addition, I will return to the Israeli 

interviews to underscore the differences in terms of working conditions, materials and the 

perceptions these teachers have regarding the Palestinian communities. This comparative 

approach will illuminate many of the contradictions of the Israeli school system and indeed how 

these contradictions reflect upon the Israeli nation-state as a whole.  

 As in the previous chapter, this analysis will have two distinct sections: The first will 

explore the idea of racial citizenship and the relationship between otherness and legitimate 

knowledge; the contradictions between the goal of the civics curriculum and its content; maps and 

the visual representation of history through an understanding of borders; and finally visual 

representations of Arabs vs. Israelis. The second section will focus on a comparison of classroom 

conditions for Jewish and Arab teachers and the politics of teaching in each sector. This section 

begins by comparing the biographical and socioeconomic motivations for teaching; next is a 

comparison of perspectives on integrated, bi-national programs at the Hand-in-Hand school in 

Jerusalem and the experimental school at Neve Shalom, focusing on content, literacy and the 

politics of language; the role of the Bagrut and the military in the Arab sector; a discussion of the 

funding gaps and test score gaps between the two sectors; and finally a return to the idea of 

national narratives, Zionism and ethics.  



 

 107 

Section 1: The Racial State of the Classroom 

What is Racial Citizenship? 

  Racial citizenship emerges from the discourse of the ‘Racial State’. Not simply a conduit 

for capitalist social relations, the modern liberal state has been historically linked to racial 

processes, ranging from slavery and conquest to colonialism and expulsion (Goldberg, 2001, 

237). As Goldberg argues: 

 […] Race has long enabled citizens to both deny the state’s implication in violence and…to deny 

 any personal implication or to abrogate responsibility. Citizens of racial states are thus able to 

 trade on the ambiguity between condition of being and form of governance, at once benefiting 

 from (the historical and contemporary effects of) reproducing racisms and distancing themselves 

 from any implication in them (ibid, 236).  

 
This renders citizenship in a racial state as both contingent and precarious, depending on where 

any individual fits in the racial and ethnic hierarchy of a state. In the case of Israel, the ambiguity 

Goldberg discusses is both concrete and an abstraction. The state has been defined as a Jewish 

state, which impacts how a citizen is identified and defined. The missing aspect from Goldberg’s 

analysis is what happens to citizens who have already been racialized to the extent that they are 

forced to acknowledge their own position as second class. This is the inherent contradiction found 

in racial states; those who benefit from citizenship in an ethnocratic regime have the ability to 

play both sides, in terms of both critiquing the state and avoiding responsibility for the actions 

carried out, ostensibly in the name of these very citizens.28 This is why Peled-Elhanan (2009) 

                                                        
28 The Israeli liberal-left has long been critiqued by more radical Israeli and Palestinian activists for this 

very issue, given the reaction of the Jewish community to a single Jewish life vis-à-vis the life of a 

Palestinian. This has been a talking point in Israeli and Palestinian news media in the wake of the June and 

July 2014 kidnappings and the subsequent protests and escalation of violence throughout Israel, Gaza and 

the West Bank. A thorough reading on the valuation of life can be found at http://972mag.com/lets-talk-

about-gaza-sderot-and-the-racist-valuation-of-lives/93130/  
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references Israeli democracy as democracy in a diminished form. Peled-Elhanan’s rationale for 

this comes from the idea that in Israel, ethnic citizenship rather than national citizenship is what 

defines the population, especially the overriding belief that as the Jewish state, one only need be 

Jewish to have access to full citizenship at any time. This belief extends to how the state claims to 

represent the interests of Jews globally. As a result, there is an imbalance that extends to all 

aspects of political, economic and social life—contingent and precarious simultaneously.  

 The needs of a citizenship that exist beyond the borders of the state diminish the rights of 

a minority population inside those very borders. The Israeli right of return for Jews negates the 

ability for those Palestinians who were historically displaced to have the same rights. This 

diminished civil society29 depends on negation for its own existence, its own putative security and 

the validation of its own historical narrative (Goldberg, 2008, 112). This negation reinforces the 

erasure of Palestinian history, both metaphysically and materially. In a Levinasian sense, the 

negation circumvents the ability to see the face of the other, and in effect, denies the possibility of 

the other’s existence. Racial rule and regulation is not a static construct, and historically this has 

been the case with the Arab sector of Israel’s population. Different arrangements have been made 

with Druze and Bedouin communities compared to the other Palestinian-Israelis, with the Druze 

sector maintaining a level of autonomy unlike the others due to a treaty signed in the early 1950s. 

Indeed this speaks to the inherent hierarchical nature of race and ethnicity in Israel—Israeli Jews 

occupy a position of whiteness while Arabs are the antithesis of this position,30 demonstrating 

“how racially indexed” the state has become (Goldberg, 2008, 117). 

                                                        
29 In the Gramscian sense, “whereby a state = political society + civil society, in other words hegemony 

protected by the armour of coercion” (Gramsci, 276 cf. Goldberg, 2001, 241). 
30 Groups like the Druze sit somewhere in the middle of this racialized spectrum, having more access to 

mainstream society than most other Arabs and autonomy relative to other minorities, yet this autonomy 

comes at a cost. 
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Otherness and Legitimate Knowledge 

 The racial and ethnic imbalance is highlighted throughout Israeli history, civics and 

geography textbooks in a number of ways, but is especially prevalent in civics textbooks. The 

Jewish character of the state is at the forefront, rendering any possible avenue for teaching 

equality, let alone equity, diminished from the start of the program in 10th grade. In discussing 

legitimate knowledge in the context of Israeli history and civics teachers and textbooks, it was 

clear how knowledge was framed and whose knowledge has the most value. Israeli teachers like 

Roi and Yael did not hold back in their beliefs that counter-historical materials are not only 

necessary but have tried on their own to ensure that their students receive a clearer picture of the 

region, especially with regard to the Naqba.  

 In contrast, Palestinian-Israeli teachers have to deal with the consequences of the erasure 

of Palestinian culture in their classrooms. Nasrin is a self-identified Palestinian-Israeli teacher 

from the northern region. She is Christian but teaches in a mixed religion Arab sector high school 

in her village. Her perception of what is and is not present in a typical Arab sector classroom was 

particularly illuminating, especially in terms of what is made absent.  

S: How do your students learn about their heritage and culture? 

N: You should know that in schools, nothing is taught about Palestinian history, nothing. If you want to 

follow the curriculum, there’s nothing. It doesn’t exist. So it’s made fundamentally to cancel the teachers 

themselves. We’ve been really affected by the changes in government in Israel. Any government that 

comes to power brings a new policy, especially in the education field. And the tendency now is towards the 

right in politics, so a lot of censorship, for example we’re not allowed to bring up the word “Naqba” 

anymore. In our history books you see no history whatsoever no details about Palestinians. You used to see 

that we were here before ‘48 and now there’s next to nothing about after ’48. 

 
To many Jewish and Palestinian Israelis, the Naqba and the events of 1948 are, along with the 

Holocaust and Zionism, the defining moments that frame Israel’s complicated history. The gaps 
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in knowledge, as she sees it, are intentional, made in order to justify the official national 

narrative. Other perspectives would weaken the legitimacy of Zionist discourse. 

N: What our kids actually learn is only about the history of the Jews, what happened in Germany, how they 

came here and settled the land, and I don’t know if you’ve heard this phrase “a nation without a land into a 

land without a nation.” There is really only a single source; the government of Israel with all its power and 

policies, you name it. The security is there, what ever you need. It a systemic kind of enforcement of 

Zionism, a one sided version, and it will lead to nowhere but more gaps. 

 
Civics education tends to highlight these intentional gaps in knowledge, particularly in the Arab 

sector. Given the perception that the Naqba is a defining moment for the Palestinian people, even 

for Palestinian citizens of Israel, the absence of discussion in civics materials seems suspect at 

best. And yet this absence is an important part of the curriculum, given the primacy of the idea 

that Israel is first and foremost the Jewish state, while its democratic nature comes second. One 

can only imagine Israel’s response to a parallel absence, for example in Europe if the Holocaust 

was missing from EU textbooks. 

 In Israel, the history curriculum ends after the events of the 1973 war, while we have seen 

in the previous chapter that civics textbooks tend to gloss over the consequences of being 

Palestinian-Israeli. The erasure of the Naqba is one of many examples found across both sectors 

history and civics curriculums. Atef Moadi, the director of the Follow-Up Committee on Arab 

Education has rallied against the discriminatory and exclusionary educational practices for some 

time. 

A: These textbooks are not suitable for Arab students. He will not feel ignored there, not the teacher and 

not the students in this case if we had our own. Next thing you know, all the Palestinian narrative is deleted, 

to say Naqba is a crime. This is a very important stage in the lives of Arab Palestinians in Israel and abroad, 

and the refugees. In 1948 something happened there, you stuck one country beside the other, Palestine and 

Israel and its divided and the UN decision, ok fine, meanwhile you have to deal with the issues. We are 

citizens, but you can learn about the Jewish narrative in all the textbooks, but not the Arabs, not the 

Palestinian. You can be Muslim, you can be Christian, Druze, but Palestinian? Forget it. Our narrative is 

not there. 
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Other Palestinian historical events, particularly anything with a politically charged narrative are 

also absent. Land Day is another important part of Palestinian civic history, which involves 

Jewish Israeli expropriation of Palestinian-Israeli land in 1976 and additional killing and 

displacement of Palestinian-Israeli citizens. It also marked the first occasion since 1948 where 

Palestinian-Israelis had an organized response to the seizure of their lands. As a result, while 

there is a yearly commemoration for Land Day in many Arab communities, it is not a part of the 

official curriculum. Teachers are often reluctant to teach anything outside of the curriculum, but 

some teachers, like Nasrin, choose to go outside of the official curriculum anyway. 

N: I am a head teacher for 11th grade in my school and I know some of them are politically aware and have 

had political things happen to them. Recently for example, before we went on the break for Easter, the 

Palestinian population of Israel commemorated the 36th anniversary of Land Day. I stood in front of the 

class and said “Listen, out of respect to all of you, it is my duty as head teacher to talk about the 36th 

anniversary of Land Day. Had it been a regular class, students might have not been so quiet, listening. You 

should have been there to see it. Everyone was so focused, both eyes and ears. It was amazing. So we 

watched some YouTube videos about Land Day with pictures I was personally seeing for the first time 

since the original event in 1976. So they have seen flashes and some politically involved leaders talking 

about their memories from when they were kids. It was amazing, the discussion we had afterwards. So it’s 

up to teachers as well, but the problem is the system. The current system in the ministry of education 

conforms a lot, and you don’t even really get much of a chance to breath. You have a syllabus and a 

curriculum that you have to follow and it’s rigidly built for you, ready according to the concepts and 

core issues the ministry of education sets, and they want to entrench these values and follow that. I 

believe the more time that passes the less teachers will talk about such political and social issues. 

(Emphasis added). 

 
From Nasrin’s perspective, the values she has to teach are not the values she feels she ought to be 

teaching. In essence, the stated agenda for civics, to teach democratic values, has failed a 

significant percentage of the students in the Israeli system. Nasrin took a major risk by holding 

the Land Day discussion, but recognized the value such a discussion could have by teaching 

Palestinian-Israeli culture, equating teaching her culture to personal ethics and duty. 
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 Arab sector teachers have begun to recognize and openly critique the contradiction that is 

the basis for the entire civics curriculum across both the Jewish and Arab sectors of the public 

system. Laila, a PhD candidate in Education and a history and civics teacher in the both the Arab 

sector and in a bi-national program, identifies this contradiction directly, engaging with the 

textbook To Be a Citizen of Israel and explaining the problems found within it. 

L: There were two questions the people started to deal with. One was the definition of Israel as a 

democratic and Jewish state and people started to say that’s a contradiction and that cannot be. You can’t 

really be Jewish and Democratic at the same time. So this is one of the issues, which triggered thinking 

changing the books and the program. So the ministry developed a book that would be suitable to teach in 

both the Arab and the Jewish sectors. I don’t like this book. I did some work in Hebrew to find the 

differences between the two books. They say it’s the same book but in different languages. I found that it’s 

not the same. 

S: Is the Arabic version just a translation of the Hebrew? 

L: It’s translated from Hebrew to Arabic, and you get all these examples from the Jewish side, but there are 

still all of these problems at the beginning of the book, like it was called in Hebrew “To Be A Citizen in 

Israel” but included the subtitle “the Jewish and Democratic State”, so that’s right in the title. The Arabic 

version has a different subtitle “A book for high school students.” the problem in this book is that they say 

it’s uniting all the people and we have to get a full civic education for everybody. So when I compared the 

two versions, because I teach with them both, there are big differences. They tend to have a big goal. The 

Jewish side, if you have a book for a teenager and you give it to him and tell him the title, you’re telling 

him in one way that you don’t have any choice. There are no choices; this is a fact, managing to be a citizen 

in this framework.  

 
Laila has explored the content of both versions of the book extensively, noting the differences 

that exist between them. The differentiation in the subtitle is telling; as Laila suggests, the 

variation suggests that there is an explicit desire to disassociate the political implications of 

teaching Israel as Jewish and democratic from the non-Jewish students. Beyond the semiotic 

difference of the title and subtitle, which itself creates and reinforces differences in self-

identification and representation, the book has a different order of content. In the Jewish version, 

the book begins with a section on what it means to live in the Jewish sate, while the second 
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section explores democracy and democratic institutions and practices. The Arabic textbooks have 

reversed these sections, as if to prepare the Palestinian population for the lesson that they live in a 

Jewish state after learning about principles of democracy and liberal multiculturalism, 

depoliticizing and disenfranchising the students from the start.   

L: When I went page by page, even in terms of putting in laws—there is a law in Israel that says if you 

don’t support certain things, there are certain consequences. In the Arab side, it was explicitly to do with 

supporting the military, and depoliticizes the Arab population. Now for example, it depends on the teacher, 

the teacher might say things that aren’t written in the books, but most teachers don’t do that. 

 
What Laila implies is that there are certain laws that require something resembling unconditional 

support of the state, but the Jewish text is vague about what aspects of daily life require this 

support. The Arab textbook explicitly references supporting the IDF, which many Palestinian-

Israelis view as either a belligerent force or an institution that most non-Jewish Israelis are 

automatically excluded from.  

 Laila worked on a project with several Jewish Israeli and Palestinian-Israeli education 

scholars to overhaul the civics education program, including with former civics section-head 

Adar Cohen. Many of the resources they developed in that program became the basis for a new 

textbook to replace To Be a Citizen, but it was withdrawn before it was ever released. And yet in 

spite of the flaws found in the previous text, even To Be a Citizen has come under fire for 

ostensibly being too far to the left.  

  In a 2013 study of the second revised version of To Be a Citizen, Haleli Pinson of Ben 

Gurion University found that the textbook intentionally undermines Palestinian history and 

culture: 

 Inaccuracies and lack of clarity are another serious problem, particularly in relation to the 

 textbook’s presentation of the idea of nationalism. In the three chapters dedicated to the idea of 

 nationalism and Jewish nationalism, it is presented interchangeably as both a modern and ancient 

 idea. The motivation behind this seems to be clear – to strengthen the Zionist narrative, which 
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 forges a link between modern Jewish sovereignty and ancient Jewish rule over the land of Israel 

 during first and second temple periods. This narrative serves as the basis for the justification of the 

 definition of Israel as a Jewish state (Pinson, 2013).  

 
The textbook constructs an artificial epistemological boundary between nationalism and the 

nation-state. It frames both constructs as modern while simultaneously presents Jewish 

nationalism as something old and different from modern nationalism, rooted in biblical 

mythology to justify itself.  

 Pinson argues that the changes made to this textbook in 2011 and introduced for the 

2012-13 academic year undermines much of the stated goals of the previous edition. Eight new 

chapters were added to the Hebrew version, with six of these new chapters translated for the Arab 

sector. All of these chapters share the common trait of furthering the definition of Israel as the 

Jewish state at the expense of the previous emphasis on both the Jewish and democratic 

characteristics of Israeli society (Pinson, 1). While Pinson is slightly dismissive of the previous 

version’s successful integration of both the Jewish and democratic definition of Israeli society, 

her research reveals the extent to which the supposedly democratic nature of the state is erased 

from the current content. 

 The new version of the textbook strengthens the legitimization of the state of Israel as a Jewish 

 ethnic state, while presenting the ethno-national model as the dominant, and to a great extent, the 

 sole model. Indeed, throughout the eight new chapters the definition of Israel as both Jewish and 

 democratic is hardly mentioned. Furthermore, even when it appears, the way the material is 

 framed and organized sends a clear message to the students that the Jewish element of Israel’s 

 definition takes precedence over the democratic one. Indeed, the ethno-national model is presented 

 as the preferred and almost exclusive political model (Pinson, 1-2, emphasis in original). 

 
Pinson argues that beyond the shift in the ideological position of the text, the pedagogical 

approach in the new version has shifted as well. The changes include a greater emphasis on 

memorization and leading questions relating to the definitions of the state and citizenship with 
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“answers that can be found in the body of the text” (Pinson, 2). By opening the civics curriculum 

to this type of pedagogical revision, it all but normalizes tiered, racial citizenship. The textbook 

clearly demarcates who is a full citizen and who is placed in the category of “other” almost by 

default. While the ministry has presented these changes as consistent within their perceived 

liberal democratic framework, this shift towards strengthening the ethno-national discourse 

exacerbates the impossibility of being both Jewish and democratic. 

 The Naqba, Land Day, even the way Palestinian-Israelis are constructed as “Arab citizens 

of Israel” is built upon an unequal pedagogical foundation. When the stated mission of the Civics 

education stream is to enforce the idea that Israel is both Jewish and democratic, democracy will 

always come in second place. The Naqba’s absence reifies the Jewish claims for the right to exist 

and the right of return. To discuss the Naqba in state sanctioned resources is to all but eliminate 

the emotional connection to the Palestinian right of return, an assumed right that “presupposes a 

belonging, a longing to be…a common place that is always ours” (Goldberg, 2008, 112). This 

presupposition undercuts Palestinian claims to the land both historically and in the present, in the 

sense of analogous emotional and material connections to a land that, as a Jewish state, can never 

be Palestinian.  

 The similarities and contrasts between the Jewish and Palestinian teachers perspectives 

on civics are particularly illuminating. Nasrin and Laila both acknowledge the intentional absent 

narratives and problematize the contents of the textbooks; Israeli teachers like Guy and Yoni still 

praise the curriculum for its attempts at teaching democratic values. This mirrored perspective 

speaks once again to Goldberg’s perception of racial statehood and racial citizenship. When Yoni 

called the curriculum “beautiful”, it could only be beautiful for teachers and students approaching 

the material from his vantage point. The idea of democratic values and multiculturalism when 

presented to Israeli high school students serves a specific purpose: to allow Israeli students to 
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approach their place in the world without any consequences or association with the violence that 

surrounds them. Of course for Nasrin, the violence is what she knows best and recognizes that as 

a Palestinian, it is impossible to ignore or avoid. This juxtaposition is made obvious by the 

contrasting images of figures 5.1 and 5.2.  

  (Figure 5.1 & 5.2) 

N: I know I belong to a generation of people who witnessed intifada, I belong to a generation that 

witnessed the demonstrations, participated in demonstration that launched and organized them. You’re 

talking to a teacher who has led demonstrations in the streets of the village and I have to deal with double 

difficulties first as a woman leading the demonstrations and second as a teacher who works for the ministry 

of education but openly criticizes it and the policies of the government. 
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Mapping Otherness: Space, Place and Borders 
 

(Figure5.3)  

 Of the many deeply rooted issues in civics and history textbooks, Maps are perhaps the 

most contentious and problematic. Where Israel stops and the West Bank, Gaza and Golan 

Heights begin is a matter of politics. Given the division of the West Bank into Areas A, B and C 

in the mid 1990s and the ever growing number of settlements throughout the West Bank, the 

conceptions of the borders between the State of Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories are 

in a constant state of flux. The way that Israel is mapped in history and civics textbooks is very 

much dependent on the aims of the particular sections the maps are found. When discussing the 

UN partitions of 1947, 1948 and 1949, the maps reflect partition borders, including the 

establishment of the internationally recognized green line. However more contemporary maps in 

civics textbooks do not always show the green line. In some cases, the dividing line between 

Israel and the West Bank is altogether absent, creating confusion for the students and difficult 

conversations for the teachers. These difficulties occur in classrooms in both the Jewish and Arab 

sectors, however the socio-cultural consequences are somewhat different.  
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 Guy spoke about the challenges of borders and the difficulties his students had 

understanding not just that the borders exist but why they exist. 

G: It’s harder for some of them if I become an Arab even for one second, but I do it. For example when 

Abbas had his speech at the UN—they watched the news… Emotionally they were lost. So I took the 

lesson and instead of doing the normal stuff, we spoke about the Palestine declaration and what it means. I 

drew a map of what it looks like, and they had no idea, not in grade 7, not in grade 9, not in grade 12. And 

one thing I noticed is that in the different classes I can draw the same map month after month for different 

reason when we get to speaking about these things, like the settlements and the west bank and borders and 

Jerusalem and all that. They don’t understand and they forget it. Either I’m not explaining well or 

something about it is too complex and they block it. Again and again you have to explain the same things 

and they don’t understand. I’m afraid it’s happening to all of the people in Israel. They don’t want to see it. 

Every day there are those maps and they don’t want to see. It’s too complicated. It’s too hard emotionally. 

 
Figure 5.3, from To be a Citizen of Israel (2001 edition) is of the 1999 distribution of the 

population of Israel, but what is absent from this map is perhaps more significant than some of 

the demographic data presented. The lack of demarcated borders plays into what Guy has 

suggested; the complexity, fluidity and emotionality that surround the borders of the state. The 

West Bank has not been split off from the rest of the nation,31 making it appear as though 

“Greater Israel” was and is the actual territory. The students in Jewish classrooms tend to react 

poorly to the idea that divisions even exist. Israeli teachers try to engage with the complexities as 

best they can but are often met with hostility or confusion. The curricular text produces 

knowledge but the students do not merely react to it; instead they have a hand in creating the 

knowledge, affirming and contributing to it as a product of their obligations as citizens, refusing 

other forms of knowledge even when repeated. 

S: In the civics curriculum, how current do things get? Do you talk about the occupation and the Intifada, 

things like that? 

                                                        
31 At the point of the textbook’s publication, the Gaza Strip was under de jure Israeli control. At present the 

Strip is still de facto controlled by Israel. 
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G: They react very badly. They say it’s ours and that’s that. But what I say. I go to the formalities of it all. 

We never annexed it, never made it ours legally. Yes the Golan is annexed so it’s actually part of the 

country. It’s what you need to do though, you give rights to the people, Jerusalem is part of Israel, legally 

or whatever. But we never annexed the west bank for a lot of reasons. Why? We have a problem with it. I 

say: “look, we have a problem.” And I draw the problem, the lines of the problem. For example there’s a 

very big Arab population. If we legitimately annex it, we have to give rights to all of the people. By 

international law we have to provide voting rights or at least civic rights, and there’s 2.25 million of them. 

It’s a problem.  

 
The recognition of the demographic problem and the idea of citizenship are at least broached, but 

this dialogue doesn’t necessarily do enough to diffuse the tension in the classroom. Even the 

language Guy uses, in spite of his own desire to teach coexistence, recognizes that taking on the 

perspective of the Arab population would cause him to lose the classroom and his own 

legitimacy. Guy’s struggles speak to a much more difficult issue, which is the perception of 

control over the entire land, regardless of borders or demographics and is inherently a part of the 

Zionist narrative.  

 Figure 5.3 shows the distribution of three types of communities in Israel: Jewish, Arab 

and Druze, regardless of where they are situated within the country. The intentional separation of 

the Druze communities demonstrates the hierarchy of ethnicity and religion within the country, as 

if to teach both Jewish and Arab (Muslims and Christians) that the Druze people are not Arab, in 

spite of the socio-cultural and linguistic commonalities that Druze youth have with the rest of the 

Arab population. There is of course a distinct lack of Bedouin villages included in this map as 

well, despite the large numbers of both recognized and unrecognized Bedouin villages in the 

Israeli south. Beyond the divisions based on ethnicity is the concept of names and naming. Arab 

villages and towns have been renamed on maps to reflect not just a Hebraic pronunciation of 

Arabic names but also the erasure of the Arabic names altogether. Atef Moadi, the director of the 

Follow Up Committee on Arab Education spoke at great length about this issue.  
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A: Geography is dangerous, because they try to change the area, the names of the areas—they’ll write it in 
Arabic letters but use the Hebrew names. For example, my child can learn about Emek Yisreel. It’s covered 
in the textbook, in Arabic letters, but with the Hebrew name. In Arabic it’s a different name, but why not 
give the two names? For me that’s good! They’re trying to change the reality of the geography, the places 
for the Arab students. Even when we have Supreme Court decisions, it always ends up the same. Even this 
town [Nazareth] has been changed. In Hebrew: (נְָצַרת), Natz'rat; but in Arabic (االنَّاِصَرةة) , an-Nāṣirah or an-
Nāṣiriyyah. How does it become that in Arabic? So this is the idea, they try to make it sound close to the 
same but it’s not the same. 
 
This same issue Atef describes is present in the Hebrew versions of the textbooks. A closer look 

at the map reveals this to be the case. 

  (Figure 5.4) 

The legend indicates that Arab cities and towns are in Green while Jewish cities are Purple. Two 

circles side by side by side by side, with only the Hebrew version of the name, highlight the 

aforementioned Nazareth. However even this particular representation is something of a 

misnomer, given that the Jewish Nazareth is a separate town known as Upper Nazareth in English 

or Nazareth Illit in Hebrew. The map does not indicate the presence of two separately named 

spaces, yet it does highlight the Jewish character of the state through the use of Hebrew names. 

As Bar Gal (1996) claims: “The educational system […] less often emphasizes that this map is a 

distorted model, which sometimes can ‘lie,’ and contain items that are completely different from 
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reality” (69; cf. Peled-Elhanan, 2004). Not only are the borders structured in such a way as to 

remove the very possibility that the West Bank and Gaza have anything resembling sovereignty, 

but the use of Hebrew names reinforces that lack of agency or control, even within the 

supposedly sovereign Palestinian territories (Bar-Gal, 1993; cf. Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 9).  

 The issue of names is not just limited to the names of cities and towns, but also to the 

names of people used in the textbooks.  

N: If you take the Hebrew and English as other languages, all the names are in the textbooks Jewish names. 

But we are 20% of the population, what about our representations? You can’t just bring in a single name. I 

have to deal with Shira, Yoav, but I never deal with or even see any Palestinian names. People tend to 

underestimate the school system because they think: “oh, the Arab kids will come back home after 

[school].” But this is a very crucial stage. What they here they absorb, they take it in and internalize it. 

 
The argument that Nasrin makes is that the names of people and places used in the textbooks 

continue to enforce otherness, that Arabs and Palestinian names have no place in the world they 

live in. The students internalize this discourse, which helps to maintain their perception as second 

class and devalues their individual and collective identities. The issue of names extends beyond 

the names used in textbooks to the names Arab students use when engaging with the Jewish 

world. Both Nasrin and Laila identified having friends and colleagues who adopted Hebrew 

names in while attending university. The adoption of Hebrew names serves the dual function of 

gaining access to certain parts of Israeli life that would in certain instances be inaccessible to 

Palestinian-Israelis, while also reinforcing the inherent otherness of being Arab in the Jewish 

state. 

Mapping Jerusalem and the West Bank 

 Perhaps the most controversial aspects of the enduring occupation of the West Bank is 

the legality surrounding East Jerusalem and the unification of the city’s eastern and western 

halves. While technically in the West Bank and entirely outside the Green Line, East Jerusalem 
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was captured in the 1967. However when one looks at maps of Israel, Jerusalem is almost always 

included in Israel proper, and highlighted as a Jewish city, which belies the several hundred 

thousand Palestinian East Jerusalemites who are neither citizens under the authority of Israel nor 

citizens of the Palestinian Authority. On the map above, Jerusalem is clearly highlighted as 

Jewish, while figure 5.5, from The 20th Century shows Jerusalem’s place in Israeli public 

discourse at different points in the country’s history:  

 (Figure 5.5) 
 
Jerusalem in both cases sits outside of the West Bank, despite half of the city existing inside of 

Jordan until 1967. What is perhaps more telling is that there are no shaded borders around the 

West Bank in the 1999 map. The tiny orange dots on the contemporary map are meant to 

represent areas A and B, which are ostensibly under the control of the Palestinian Authority. Area 

C is under Israeli military control. These area divisions only took effect with the signing of the 

Oslo II treaty in 1995. It is of little wonder that Guy expressed such difficulties trying to teach the 

borders, given the lack of resources designed to teach the complexities in any meaningful way. 
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The following map, (figure 5.6), displays the major metropolitan areas in Israel. The purple 

shaded areas are the cities themselves, while the red and orange sections represent the suburbs 

and commuter cities. The yellow is the periphery of the metropolitan area still connected to the 

tax-bases of the major cities. These urban environments include Tel Aviv-Jaffa and the Gush Dan 

Metro area, Haifa, Jerusalem, and Be’er Sheva. Two of the metro areas, Jerusalem and Be’er 

Sheva extend into large areas of the West Bank, and, in the case of Metro Jerusalem, even include 

Palestinian cities like Bethlehem. The lack of defined borders enforces both the assumption that 

these areas legitimately function a part of “Greater Israel”, as well as the position that the Green 

Line does not really matter in the context of formal education. 

  
 (Figure 5.6) 
 
 As Peled-Elhanan (2004) asserts: “These are all examples of ‘toponomic silences’, which 

are blank spaces, of standardization or deliberate exclusion, wilful ignorance or even actual 

repression” (ibid, 16). These toponomic silences also exacerbate the tensions that surround 

Jerusalem, eliminating the potential site of conflict from students’ fields of vision, an erasure that 
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is manifested during state-sanctioned trips to the city for students in the Arab Sector. Nasrin 

shared her experience of a two-day class trip to Jerusalem when East Jerusalem was not included. 

N: The state, they’re trying to make us forget about the divide, that there is really no east and west. So only 

this year was my class given the permits to travel to Jerusalem for 2 days. So I said we’d go and see what 

happens, it was my class and another class on the same bus. And they sent us a tour guide! The moment she 

saw the children, can you imagine what she talked about? 

S: One would hope she would talk about how those ‘nice little Jewish villages’ used to be Palestinian 

villages. 

N: First temple, second temple, the destruction of the temple, king David, Solomon, you name it. At some 

point we were about to turn to Hadassah. And there were some churches on the itinerary we wanted to visit. 

I had to be mean and asked her to shut the microphone. She left me no choice. One of the students from the 

back actually sent me a text message asking me if he could make her shut up because they all just couldn’t 

take [the Jewish stories] anymore. I said I have no problem with her being a guide on this bus, but she 

needs to follow what I say or she would have to get down. I said: “Do you think that this group of 

Christians and Muslims were sent here by the State to be brainwashed? These are Palestinians. What are 

you even talking about?” She had to remain silent and I took the microphone to say what needed to be said. 

Since we were coming up on Ein Kerem, I said this is the hospital but I told them the real history of the 

area. The remains of the houses tell the real stories. I see something different and the kids needed to hear 

something different. As a kid, you need to learn about these things and learn how to even ask these 

questions. 

 
When one considers the way Jerusalem is framed to Arab students, it is easy to see the separation 

of Jerusalem from Arab life as intentional despite the importance of Jerusalem to more than just 

its Jewish residents. This separation is an example of what Goldberg (2008) refers to as 

“ethnoracial purging.” Goldberg’s concept comes from his own critique of the separation wall 

that bifurcates Israel, yet it fits this context as well: 

 Over the past half century, then, Israel has managed to evaporate the Arab landscape by renaming, 

 in Hebrew, places removed of Palestinian people though still haunted by the ghosts of those 

 fled…This evaporative renaming thus fabricates Israeli jurisdiction as an ancient biblical claim, 

 reducing Palestinian insistence to return as a delusional, manic vision (Goldberg, 223). 
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Goldberg’s position echoes Levinas’ concept of a past that has never been present, making a 

collective memory exist in place of history, all the while preventing those whose histories have 

been erased from having their own opportunities to see the maps for what they really are. A 

Palestinian past is an illusion, erased from the history books, the maps and the official discourse 

of tour guides for students across the Jewish and Arab sectors.  

Racialized Representations—Visual markers of identity 

 The question of Palestinian representations in textbooks is not merely rooted in the 

erasure of historical discourses or through the renaming of cities and towns. Palestinian citizens 

of Israel are portrayed visually in a way that is often disconnected, walking the line between 

tokenism within Israel’s cultural milieu and as a part of a greater Pan-Arab community. The 

recent shift towards an even stronger Zionist ethno-nationalism in textbooks creates the 

impression that Palestinian identity and Palestinian self-determination is something that can only 

be achieved in the context of the broader Arab world (Pinson, 3). 

 

(Figure 5.7) 
  
 Nurit Peled-Elhanan discusses the idea of the “good Arab” and the representation of 

Palestinians as types (2004) such as the representations found in figure 5.7. The ways Arabs are 

portrayed are often in primitive, traditional clothing, almost always as individuals or in small 

groups, and their communities lack modern infrastructure. Peled-Elhanan’s observations are 
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echoed by Laila, who describes the images of Palestinians and Arabs in equally unflattering 

terms.  

L: So when you see things, that representation shows that you see all Arabs a certain way. It’s visual. So 

when you read the Arabic book and you see there is a subject about political leaders and then you see 

people with very traditional dress. As a person who lives here, I know it’s not like this. Our leaders don’t 

go with traditional dress. So why would that representation be there? And photos of women with 

headscarves, it’s the same thing. Why would that be the only representation of Arab women? We don’t 

always wear headscarves; some of us do other things  

S: That’s something I’ve noticed throughout the textbooks I’ve seen. Maybe you can verify this, but I’ve 

noticed that the representations of Jewish people throughout are happy modern white people and all the 

representations of Arab culture is head coverings and traditional robes and camels. 

L: It’s clearly not the truth, but when Jews and Arabs have opportunities to meet, the only opportunities are 

like at the Universities because outside of the territories there are no Arab Universities, but even then you 

don’t know that Arabs are any other way. 

.  

(Figure 5.8) 

Figure 5.8 shows Arab children, with the caption below the photo indicating that they are in fact 

Arab. Without such a label, it would be difficult to distinguish them from Jewish children at play, 

adding credence to Peled-Elhanan’s assertion of their portrayal as a ‘type’ (2009, 95). 

 Arab villages are only shown in the context of disasters, devoid of context or rationale for 

these representations. Nurit Peled-Elhanan (2004, 2013) references this, as a part of the 
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“Palestinian Problem”, which is presented as an environmental problem for the Israelis, such as a 

plague, never the problem of the Palestinian people” (2004, 6).  

 

(Figure 5.9) 

The caption translates to: “‘The Palestinian Problem’: Ripened in poverty, idleness and 

frustration were the refugees’ lot in their camps” and shows a flooded refugee camp as a perfectly 

normal, acceptable life experience. Such a visual representation could be understood as the 

physical manifestation of the “Immunization Theory” that was commonplace in the earliest 

examples of Israeli textbooks (Podeh, 2002). The counterpoint is found in representations of 

some of the earliest Jewish refugee camps and development towns, which are always portrayed as 

virtuous, heroic places necessary to the nation-building project, such as the representation shown 

in figure 5.9. 
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(Figure 5.9) 

As seen on the right in figure 5.9, a group of Jewish refugees are building a development 

town in 1959. The image on the left is the same town in the present day. Historical 

Jewish refugees are humanized, given faces and contexts in textbooks, and their stories 

are found in a combination of verbal and visual texts, pictures and maps. Palestinian 

camps are portrayed as broken, disease-ridden places. This representation is consistent 

with the Israeli discourse that Palestinian people are a disease, subhuman, and clearly 

beneath the Israelis. Yoni’s experience with his students demonstrates the prevalence this 

perspective among mainstream Israeli students. 

Y: Usually when the topic of the conflict comes around, especially like around the holocaust or like 

Memorial Day the conversations are pretty harsh. I don’t know last year we went on a field trip and there 

was a class of Arabs there, traveling, we went through them, a lot of things come out. They have a lot of 

prejudice against the Arabs. Like the quietest girl in the class would say things like “My father told 

me…it’s not too racist I guess, but my father told me they want to kill us they want to drive us into the 

sea.” I just try to give them a little more balance. I don’t want to burden myself. I’m not a radical left-

winger, but I think there are a lot of issues and I can’t judge myself. But I think if I would have spent a lot 

of time growing up with Arab youth, I don’t know how I would have grown up. The issue came around, 

politics, history through the age of enlightenment. It’s like what John Locke said, and I’d really like to 

make them a little more critical. So I say, “John Locke said you have natural rights. All men are born 

equally.” What do you have to say about this? And of course the first thing that comes up is “white” men 
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and just “men”, then I start asking about Arabs. And they say: “what are you talking about? Arabs equal to 

us? Of course not! So John Locke is wrong.” A 14 year old, 8th grader saying John Locke is wrong; of 

course John Locke is wrong.  

 
Atef Moadi from the Follow-up Committee on Arab Education echoes this perspective, citing 

survey data from the University of Haifa that claims “70% of Jewish adults refused to put their 

children in the same classroom if there is even one Arab student. They see us as dirty, as second 

class.” The “Palestinian Problem” is described as an environmental problem, a demographic 

problem and something for the Israelis to solve, rather than an internal set of economic and social 

relations that exists in no small part due to the occupation (Peled-Elhanan, 2004, 7).  

 In the civics textbook Democratic Israel, the Palestinian Problem is reduced a two-page 

section devoted to a discussion on “The Arab-Israeli Identity Crisis”  

(Figure 5.11) 

In spite of recognizing the importance of asking questions like “who am I?” and “This 

relationship we have to the state, which way should we educate our children?” the answers to 

these questions are insufficient; the continued recognition that the state is a Jewish state first, 

advocating a limited two state solution while seeming to scoff at the idea that the struggle would 

continue long-term and all but rejecting the possibility of creating a Palestinian state outright.  
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 (Figure 5.12) 

 
The solutions presented in fig. 5.12 in Hebrew share a page with fig. 5.8 the Arab children, 

creating a hypertextual relationship between the image and the words below. At the top of the 

same page, we see children at play. The photo caption on fig. 5.8 reads ‘Arab Children’ because 

otherwise they would be indistinguishable from any of the Jewish children in Israel, while in 5.12 

we see the potential solutions for Israel’s Arab problem, solutions that have been previously 

discussed as both demographic and environmental. The juxtaposition of innocent children with 

the text box of unworkable solutions to the problem that the children implicitly represent is 

consistent with Van Leeuwan’s assertion that layout is ideologically motivated by the interests of 

the producer of the text as much as by the interests of the assumed audience (Van Leeuwan and 

Kress, 1995). The juxtaposition is clearly designed to invoke ‘elite racism’, a form of racism that 

is reproduced in media such as textbooks and political documents and then enacted in other social 

fields (Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 95). 
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Section 2: Call and Respond—Read and Answer 

Why teach? 

 Given the divergent economic conditions across the sectors, a comparative analysis of 

why teachers in each sector chose teaching as a career serves to highlight many of the 

commonalities and differences between the two sectors. The comparative approach is intended to 

help explore and understand the material differences between the two sectors, particularly in 

terms of how these teachers developed their own perspectives. By and large, teachers in Israel are 

not well paid and the job is not viewed with the same level of prestige as in the West. When 

engaging with Israeli teachers about why they decided to teach, a common response seemed to be 

that they fell into their profession. Some of the Israeli teachers, like Guy and Roi were trainers or 

involved in some sort of teaching capacity during their military service.  

Roi: 

S: So what inspired you to teach? What was it that made you decide to go in that direction?  

R: I recognized it was something I liked the most. I did it even before, when I was in high school even in 

the army in certain times I taught a subject related to intelligence. I liked it very much. Something from the 

inside drove me to teach, to use an education of knowledge, not only knowledge of course, but values, I’ve 

found from the very beginning that teaching it’s like one of my talents. So I like it, I’m fit to such duty. I 

believe in it. I feel it. 

Guy: 
 
G: I always thought about being a teacher. I really liked school. I would go when I was sick. My only 

friends were at school and I really liked my teachers. My social life was at school. I liked it and I was 

interested and I always thought of becoming one. But I realized it more so when I was in the army. I was a 

dive instructor in the army and I really enjoyed it. So I thought what can I do that’s like this that will be 

similar. So I thought of course! I’ll be a teacher, but teachers here have a low reputation, not reputation, 

but— 

S: I’ve heard. I know the working conditions aren’t the greatest— 
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G: So I thought why would I become a teacher? Maybe I could do informal things that are like teaching. It 

took me a while to get into it. I flirted around the field, doing the community work. It was while doing the 

community work I saw the only establishment that was doing the work was the schools. Still, even though 

it’s a very bashed out establishment and even though many bad things happen inside it and outside it and all 

the conditions that are impossible, still it’s the only institution that’s working, you know. 

 
Others like Yoni simply fell into it due to an interest in history but not knowing what else to do.  

Y: When I was in the army I thought you know, I don’t want to stay in the army forever but I want to help. 

Maybe education. I had interest in it. When I got to university I was a really bad student, I went to the 

beach every day, I almost didn’t have a Bagrut (matriculation exam) when I finished. I mainly studied 

history; I really didn’t care about anything else. No one ever got up and said what the hell are you doing? 

You could do much better than this. Teachers in Israel, they want to finish early and be home with the kids. 

The hours are very good. You work from 8-2, and you now have to work 34-35 hours a week, but not all of 

them are teaching… The situation in Israel is ridiculous because we don’t get paid enough. How much 

teachers get paid an hour, the fact that I can work 100% work and do my masters and work as an RA at 

another institution. We don’t have enough time, but we figure out how to use it. In Israel the status of the 

teacher isn’t very high. When I tell people I’m a teacher, they say “really?” Wow that’s cool but very 

unusual for someone who is 28 to be teaching when they could have done a lot of other things. 

 
The commonality between them all was the privilege to choose, knowing that they had completed 

their military service, their post-secondary education and had no barriers in place that prevented 

them from taking any job in mainstream Israeli society. Roi, Guy and Yoni all had good 

intentions with teaching, knowing that they could make a difference and intentionally politicized 

their classrooms, with Guy continuing to do outreach work in underprivileged neighbourhoods 

and organize workshops and programs to teach coexistence. 

  Nasrin came to teaching for similar reasons, in particular a desire to give back to her 

community and help make real change. However she also understands how precarious any sort of 

employment is in the Arab sector, particularly as an Arab employee of a government ministry. 

And yet she desired to become a teacher, feeling it was the only way to truly help her village and 
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her community. However Nasrin believes that the majority of teachers teach out of necessity 

rather than choice: 

N: I was one of the excellent students when I graduated from high school. And when my classmates knew I 

was planning to become a teacher they said, “you’re crazy! You’re wasting your brains!” I would always 

say no to that, because if we want to have a decent society, to really develop a Palestinian society, our first 

priority is to make sure that our best people are helping to give Palestinian children an excellent education 

system. But this is not the case, so unfortunately with the economic situation and the social and political 

situation we’re going through now, the people who are choosing to be affiliated with the education system 

are often those who have been left with no other choice, because they are guaranteed a salary at the end of 

each month and because they have some privileges that are guaranteed each month. It’s not because they 

are willingly going to that place.  

 
Nasrin relayed the influence on the ministry in appointing principals and administrators, the role 

of inspectors and the amount of surveillance that she and her colleagues experience regularly.  

N: We as teachers are not allowed even to talk about politics in class. If we do talk, and as a teacher, I am 

aware that students move around in the classroom with iPhones and smart phones, they can record you and 

tape you, videos, so I am very cautious the whole time about, because once it gets into anything related to 

security that deal with education, they can call you and give you a very hard time. A lot of the teachers, 

because they want to protect their status and their jobs, they tend to not talk about these things because they 

are conscious about what the students might do or what if I get called by one of these inquiries from 

branches of security. So what we deal with now is a problem. With the current economic conditions we are 

facing as Palestinians and as Israelis, so it’s a double-edged sword. I understand that. I really do understand 

it. It’s very difficult.  

 
She spoke candidly about the myriad of structural barriers and problems that teachers in the Arab 

sector face, including the constant scrutiny of state inspectors, administrators who follow the 

rules of the ministry to the letter, and the fear of losing the job altogether. Even beyond the threats 

from administrators comes from the threat of their own students potentially snitching on their 

teachers for trying to teach the students something from their own culture. Such a culture of fear 

puts Palestinian-Israeli teachers in a very difficult position as any signs of resistance or political 

engagement inside or outside of the classroom could result in suspension or termination. 
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 Laila described the consequences of attending an organized general strike on Land Day, 

which Palestinian-Israelis view as a civic holiday, as particularly draconian—principals were 

explicitly told to report the names of teachers who participated in the strike, and many of these 

teachers lost their jobs. These structural issues, combined with overcrowded and underfunded 

schools make working conditions almost the polar opposite of what Yoni described as a normal 

workweek. The most common complaint from both Nasrin and Laila is the lack of agency or 

control in the classroom, that the lack of any meaningful input into course materials or resources 

from members of their own community was crippling the system as much as the overcrowding 

and underfunding. The follow-up committee on Arab education has attempted to lobby the 

ministry to create an Arab pedagogical council, to no avail.  

A: We are diverse. We know that, we have to handle that. But first you have to establish a very clear 

structure, organization—like this is the structure of the Arab sector for the ministry of education. Next you 

have to establish a special pedagogic secretary to deal with the other things, like who is designing the 

policy. Meanwhile, the general pedagogy one, we are not there. Sometimes on subcommittees and stuff 

you’ll find Arabs, but we are not really there, it’s for little things and it’s one here one there. Mostly it’s 

agreed upon by the ministry of education that they are not representing us, they are representing the 

institution, the state. 

 
This lack of both individual agency and structural self-determination has caused Laila to all but 

give up on the idea that education can be used to make any meaningful change to the social and 

economic conditions of Palestinian-Israeli youth.  

L: You know, sometimes, I don’t know if it comes from a place of hopelessness, but you know without 
stability in the political system we can’t do anything to change the education system. So sometimes I think 
it comes from political situations. I used to think the opposite, that education can change the political 
system. Now I know better. (Emphasis added). 
 
There is a strong sense of frustration and desperation in the words of these teachers, knowing that 

they are fighting a losing battle not just for the preservation of their cultures and identities, but 

also for the very future of their communities. 

Cultural Exchange, Language and Literacy: Hand-in-Hand and Neve Shalom 
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 In most cases in Israel, opportunities for direct contact and encounters between Jewish 

and Palestinian-Israelis are increasingly rare. In urban areas, mixed population schools do not 

really exist, while rural and suburban communities are almost entirely segregated. This 

segregation is a product of the political tension and the historical development of separate control 

for secular and religious streams. Laila is originally from Haifa, ostensibly a mixed urban 

environment, yet she is a product of the segregation. 

L: I think that the education system, and especially the civic education system—I’m not speaking about the 

history. History is something else, with its own problems and contradictions. But civic education should be 

the opportunity to unite people with at least some values, and there is not civility. It can’t be happened. 

When I see people at the University and they don’t see each other. I am invisible. It’s not just the wall 

(*security barrier) it’s walls inside our heads, because you don’t even think you can be in love with Jews or 

Arabs. It doesn’t exist. Nobody can convince me that it’s hormones or anything, but I think that one of the 

problems is really in the education system. All the time it builds and builds these walls. Even in Haifa, 

which is supposed to be the coexisting city, the Arabs live together in their own neighbourhoods; the Jews 

live together in their own neighbourhoods. Everybody is unaware of the separation, it’s subconscious but 

everyone is willing to keep it up. When you think about it in another way. Think about it; if you and I 

studied together, at the same time in the same place, the problem will be all the time that we will study just 

one side.  

S: So you said if there were more combined classes, is there room for more than one narrative? 

L: It’s not just combined. If we had more combined classes and if we, I mean the Arabs are also take part in 

building the programs, instead of just taking the programs that are built by others, so we can do something. 

 
The implication she makes is that she is entirely cognizant of her own invisibility outside of her 

own community. The walls are as much physical as they are metaphorical, and the invisibility is 

manifested by a desire to maintain separate spheres, consciously or not. 

 Laila teaches in a mixed program called “Hand-in-Hand”, which operates five schools 

across Israel. It is a complicated program to work with, given the student demographic imbalance 

and the limitations of the state curriculum. The population is overwhelmingly Arab; Laila teaches 

53 Arab students compared to only 8 Jews in her grade 10 and 11 classes. She feels that most 
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Jewish parents tend to avoid the opportunities for their children to study in these mixed schools—

the walls that she candidly spoke about. When questioned about the content, it was clear that in 

spite of the mixed population and coexistence-based values the school promotes, the singular 

Zionist historical narrative was still the norm.  

S: How is it working in the hand-in-hand school? 

L: I don’t agree with a lot of things there. They don’t deal with the politics. They only deal with humanism. 

Equality, we are all equal. But that is the problem. It’s not the same; the Arabs and the Jews are not on the 

same playing field in this country. If you don’t have the ability to deal with it, and just making the world 

seem more beautiful rather than dealing with the hard issues, so you don’t deal with it. So it’s all the time; 

everything is under the surface and you can’t really create a process for change. We don’t get deeper. 

S: Why do they only address it on a very superficial level? Is it fear? 

L: It’s partly fear, yes. We have also the issue that it’s a school, so we have all the time to deal with exams. 

Sometimes we don’t have a lot of Jews in the high school, maybe 7 or 8 compared to 53 Arabs. It’s a very 

small program. Sometimes they become friends, but the Jews will go to the Army—often the very hard 

places within the army. We don’t deal with that stuff at all and have no opinion on that stuff. I teach now 

just history, not civics education at this school, and I teach just to the Arabs because the Jews study their 

own history.  

S: What does your curriculum look like? 

L: It’s an Israeli one. It covers in 10th grade, Islamic history. Next year they will study the Holocaust, 

Jewish history and the first and second world wars. But for grade 10 they focus on the rise of Islam, it’s 

religious history mostly. The history of the religion, like the empires, but we also teach the political Islam. I 

don’t teach religion. I teach it as a new religion in the area and what that gave to humanity, and the Islamic 

state, what it’s supposed to be. After that, we study Europe, Sikes-Picot etc. I teach also the Palestinian 

“problem” they call it. There was a war but nobody really speaks about the war. Then we speak about the 

Holocaust, the UN, and the partition programs. And then history stops. There was a war, the Jews won, and 

that’s it. 

S: I know on the Jewish side history stops at 1973 now. 

L: I don’t know. We don’t study or teach anything after ’48. 

S: How do they learn anything about their own nation? 

L: We teach them a little bit, but we simply don’t have a program that deals with it.  

The program limitations Laila described are not uncommon; the limits the Israeli curriculum 

places on knowledge are intentional, given that the prospect of teaching any counter historical 
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narratives would undermine the legitimacy and primacy of Zionism. It is telling that Laila 

acknowledges that for her, history stopped at 1948, a manifestation of the birth of Israel at the 

expense of the continuation of the history of Palestine. 

 Laila’s experiences are somewhat different from that of Jack, an American-Israeli Jewish 

teacher and resident at Neve Shalom, an experimental village in the hills near the Latrun Junction, 

located on the seam of the 1949 green line border. The school in Neve Shalom was the first of its 

kind and focuses on bi-national and bilingual education.  

S: You were saying earlier a little about how there’s this unspoken thing, that different populations have 

different expectations, how that’s present but not really discussed. 

J: Chris Guttierez talks about this. This is not a new book, there’s phrases used, like “becoming somebody” 

all kinds of phrases used, I guess they have to do with identity construction. So Guttierez speaks of 

histories of engagement, groups have certain histories, certain ways in which they engage with each other. 

What counts as literacy? That one’s bothered me for a while. I’m not crazy about playing with words like 

that. But (Guttierez) expands literacy to being beyond the written word, to skills and competencies required 

or expected in order to be a member of a certain group. And since we have this uni-national and bi-national 

framework in the school, then we have an opportunity (not all the schools have it, I’ve heard other schools 

have adopted the uni-national, maybe for bible or Qur’an lessons), but that is where you can see most 

clearly differences in patterns of group participation and cultural expectations.  

 
What Jack is inferring is that Neve Shalom’s unique position as both bilingual and bi-national 

allows teachers to see the differences in cultural expectations of formal education. The 

opportunity he refers to is the opportunity to engage with the other in a formal space and develop 

alternative identities for the students. Jack’s perspective on bi-national education has been 

influenced by his own ethnographic research for his MA project. He studied the behavioural and 

academic performance differences a single Arab student, labelled by Jewish teachers as the ‘class 

clown’, experienced in the mixed and separate classrooms in the school. The reason for choosing 

a single subject was to be able to get as much of an immersive, complete understanding of the 

conditions this student endured, living in a small, impoverished Arab community outside of Neve 
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Shalom. Jack’s insights into the politics of language instruction and literacy were particularly 

illuminating, albeit distorted by his own privileged position.  

J: Anyone else that has written about bilingual schools, it is just understood that the dominance of Hebrew 

remains. The most successful Jews will have a good passive level of Arabic, some will speak, but those are 

exceptions. We know about certain aspects about the certain dominance of one group translates into certain 

dynamics of the Jewish Arab meetings within the school. That’s also about historical narratives, cultural 

issues. In my MA work, I think what I was trying to get at was that even if we all know it we don’t fully 

appreciate the significance or the implications of what that dominance is. I did this in 2002, I had been a 

teacher there for 18 years, and doing my fieldwork was the first time I ever entered a uni-national Arab 

classroom and sat down and watched what was going on. It isn’t something you do as a part of the routine. 

When Arabic enters the room, another thing that’s often mentioned in the research is the difference 

between the academic and conversational language, and so us majority language speakers tend not to 

appreciate that distinction. If you’re interacting with somebody and you say, “well they can all speak 

Hebrew.” Of course he can speak Hebrew, if he wants to joke around, he wants to go to the bathroom, he 

wants to play football no problem. But when a discussion starts in the classroom, that’s a different level, 

when you start to take out a text, that’s a different level.  

S: So is there a systemic double standard at play? 

J: You may be able to say that. The reality is that nobody really expects the Jews to carry on a 

conversation in Arabic yet we expect Israeli Arabs to know Hebrew. Since we don’t really appreciate the 

difficulty of that conversational vs. academic distinction in 2nd language speech, we may judge the Arab 

kids on that basis very unfairly. What I’m implying is here these kids are demonstrating analytical ability 

and discussion based discourse and whatever when they’re in the Arab uni-national lessons and working in 

Arabic they’re displaying all these skills we don’t see. Otherwise, the Jews are never going to be placed in 

a position where they’re going to be judged by their performance in Arabic, the Arabs will be. We will 

draw all kinds of conclusions about the Arabs kids on the basis of our interaction with them in Hebrew. An 

Arab teacher will never be able to draw all kinds of conclusions about the Jews. (Emphasis added). 

 
That teachers rarely stop to consider the consequences of languages in the classroom is 

particularly telling; even in environments that are supposedly founded on principles of equality of 

opportunity and access, the bi-national encounters are still expected to be in Hebrew without 

exception. This places limitations on the opportunities for success for Arabs in mixed situations 

from childhood, which further emphasizes the racial character of citizenship in Israel and 



 

 139 

prepares them for a second-class adulthood. The opposite is true for the Jewish students; Arabic is 

always translated into Hebrew for them, giving them a distinct advantage of always having access 

to their primary language in every lesson. 

 The conversation with Jack took on a direction that elucidated the subtlety of 

racialization in the classroom, particularly in the context of unequal expectations for Hebrew and 

Arabic speaking students, from divergent classroom configurations to reading and literacy. Jack 

spoke candidly about a lack of expectations that his students would really engage with homework 

even do many of the assigned readings.  

J: Another thing about the Qur’an lesson as opposed to a bible lesson, the bible is read as a piece of 

literature, it’s like a literary critique. The Qur’an is not read as literature. 

S: It’s interesting that the Qur’an would be taught one way and the Torah in another at the same institution. 

J: Well this is another whole new topic we could get into, but what I wanted to get into for the last topic 

was that at the end of the lesson, the teacher told me that a number of occasion that she chose the Qur’an 

chapters as a metaphorical way to address particular issues she was having with the class. She chose this 

particular chapter because of the way the kids were speaking to each other, so it was a real educational 

whip. But while the bible was taught just as a piece of literature, with Qur’an lessons you have this 

authoritarian and hierarchical structure. In the uni-national framework, you’ve only got half the class sitting 

there. In the Jewish uni-national framework, in one way or another the Jews are sitting in a circular 

structure. There sitting behind tables, but they’re sitting in such a way that they can see each other. Not 

necessarily in an actual circle […] it’s a discussion based and literacy based set of expectations and that 

means the kids were expected to have read stuff and to have discussions about stuff they’ve read outside 

the class. With the Arab kids, there’s no expectation to read outside of class. 

S: Is that a cultural thing or a curriculum thing? 

J: It should be there, but its not. There’s very little in the way of a culture of literacy [in Arab uni-national 

classrooms]. 

 
Jack’s description of classroom differences across the cultures demonstrates the privileged 

position that Jewish students have, even in a supposedly progressive school space like Neve 

Shalom. It also belies his own position within the dominant group—as progressive as his teaching 

practices and research might have been, Jack, intentionally or not, neglected to go further in his 
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description of the lack of expectations, particularly in terms of reading, nor did he seem to be 

cognizant of his own positionality while making his claims. 

 Interviewing Nasrin several weeks after Jack, the topic of literacy and the expectation of 

reading outside of the classroom was revisited. Nasrin immediately brought to the surface the 

context that was seemingly absent from Jacks’ discussion—that the difference in socioeconomic 

conditions and lived realities impact class performance and desire to read outside the classroom.  

S: I was going to ask you about literature and literacy. Another teacher was talking about one of the 

difficulties he noticed in terms of the achievement gap between the Arab students and Jewish students, and 

directly attributed it to literacy, like a different sort of cultural capital and cultural emphasis placed on 

reading, not just showing up and doing homework, but picking up novels. I was wondering if you could 

maybe speak to that. 

N: As somebody who studies sociology, I strongly believe that the habit of reading and dealing with books 

is a part of your daily life and daily practices amongst those who are raised to have books and see books 

around. If you want to talk about the gaps, we’re talking about a nation that was stripped of everything it 

had houses, lands, security, culture, anything. We have to start from sub-zero. As you teach a kid not to 

curse, as you teach a kid to say thank you when you’re given something, it’s something that you acquire 

within the atmosphere of the place where you live. This act is a result of accumulating different 

circumstances over time. Imagine this portion of the Israeli nation is suffering severe and tremendous 

difficulties, a chain. This chain is missing not because we don’t like to read but because there are simply 

other priorities. 

 
Nasrin was able to immediately deconstruct the literacy gap and reframe it as a matter of 

socioeconomic differences between Jewish-Israelis and Palestinian-Israelis. Her critique is 

powerful and speaks to the level of disparities that exist, not just in the classroom, but also 

throughout Israeli society as a whole. 

N: For a nation to strive and start from zero is not easy, so the crucial point for Palestinians was to get to 

work in order to not be hungry. And so if you dedicate a lot of your time and hours working and working to 

take of your family, if I look back at generation of my parents, I can see something incumbent among most 

Palestinian families. I don’t know if I would care about a book—I would care more about how to live for 

today and tomorrow, at the most. It doesn’t exist among families because time has proven that things are 
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deteriorating. Things are not going to get better; they’re not improving. So this act of dealing with books 

doesn’t come out of the blue. 

 
What Jack attributed to a lack of cultural capital or desire to engage with literature on a cultural 

level, Nasrin identified as neither a lack in cultural capital or desire, but rather a matter of 

economics and living conditions. As she claims, it is indeed much harder to pick up a book for the 

sake of it when the practice of daily life does not leave much room for fostering such a culture. 

The lack of context for Jacks’ position demonstrates an accurate reflection of the material 

conditions that Arab students endure. It is easy to reduce literacy to cultural capital and desire 

when occupying a privileged position within the racial hierarchy. It is much more difficult to 

address the structural conditions that create and maintain barriers to learning. 

Military and Matriculation—Keys to full citizenship 

 There are two components of Israeli life that seem intentionally designed as barriers to 

prevent Palestinian-Israelis from gaining full citizenship; matriculation and military service. The 

Bagrut exam score variance was discussed in the previous section but the impact of the exam on 

students’ futures cannot be overstated. As Guy puts it, “Matriculation is holy. It shouldn’t be this 

way, but it is.” The connection between matriculation and success in Israeli society cannot be 

measured with numbers alone. Students cannot get into university or any other form of post 

secondary education without it, while test scores can go far into determining in which units in the 

military graduates are eligible to serve in. Low scores and low matriculation rates can cause 

schools to be defunded or even shuttered—and given the chronically low levels of matriculation 

in the Arab sector combined with the funding disparities, the consequences for the Arab sector are 

devastating.  
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 While poor test scores can be attributed in part to the weak state of the schools and 

overcrowded classrooms, Nasrin attributes many of the failures to the content and teaching to the 

test. 

N: What I learned in terms of teaching a text that should be interpreted is that you should try to learn the 

text by heart as best as you can, and engage with it, ask many different kinds of questions. But these days 

it’s simply learn what questions are to be on the Bagrut and then you’re done. What about criticism? 

What do you want from this text to remain? (Emphasis added). 

 
The text in question was a fictionalized letter written by a Muslim mother to her daughter before 

her wedding, which deals with ownership and possession, traditional gender roles and perceptions 

about sexuality. Nasrin was critical of the inclusion of this text as testable material in the first 

place, claiming that it is counterintuitive to the idea of creating a modern society. Instead the text 

in the exam deals exclusively with older, traditional values and ideas, which tends to reflect the 

Israeli perception of Arabs as primitive and traditional people.  

 Laila further critiqued the Bagrut process and its connection to the entire civics 

curriculum, particularly given the way that civics has shifted in the last decade. She discussed the 

differences that used to exist, where the Arab sector did have its own separate set of textbooks, 

but with the rise of the Bagrut’s importance, the ministry chose to combine the curriculum to 

streamline the testing process.  

L: We have no control; it comes from the state so we must teach what the state says, even in private 

schools. 

S: How does that work in terms of the civics curriculum? What sort of ideas does the ministry tell you that 

you have to teach? 

L: Ok, first there is a story about the development of civics education. In the beginning, for me for 

example, we teach it at 10th grade but nothing before it. We have to teach it mostly because of the Bagrut. 

So we have from 10th until 12th we have to prepare and teach them only what will be on the test so there 

is not a lot of room to teach anything else. We don’t have time, we have to stick to the materials and so 

we’re not allowed to teach. 

S: Does the Bagrut include is any sort of Arab history or discourse? 
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L: No of course not. This is one of the problems. 

In the previous chapter, Guy spoke of the connection between matriculation and citizenship, the 

idea that not matriculating is tantamount to failure. Jewish students matriculate at nearly twice the 

rate of Palestinian-Israelis in 2009, 59.74% to 31.94% (Jabreen and Agbaria, 5). The gap has 

grown even further as of 2013. The implicit connection Laila and Nasrin make is that the lack of 

engagement with one’s own culture and society coupled with the racialization of Palestinian-

Israeli identity, experience, and legitimacy in the curriculums all contribute to this gap in test 

scores.   

 Arab sector students are also forced to confront the reality of the military in their lives. 

Atef, Nasrin and Laila all described the relationship between army service, education and 

citizenship and highlight the role of the military in Israeli life. Laila describes the process of 

engagement with the army in the curriculum as something that simply happens all the time. While 

not formally a part of the curriculum, there are recruitment programs and workshops that happen 

in Arab sector schools, and principals are even rewarded with funding boosts for Arab sector 

schools that send graduates to the Army or National service. 

L: The army here is a major, very important issue. It’s one of the aspects of core of the Israeli identity. If 

you are Jewish living here and don’t do this track in the army, you will have a very complicated life… 

There’s a social price they have to pay for it. Even when you go to university after, if you’re Jewish, they 

ask you where did you serve and when. For us, they ask us also but we tell them we don’t have to serve. So 

there is an indication for the army and it’s a very important indication. They don’t teach in the books that to 

be a citizen means to be a soldier here. In Jewish schools they have also a part of the system is preparation 

for the army. It runs all the time, not in civics, but it runs all the time. 

 
The army acts as a gatekeeper to the best parts of Israeli society; often the unit that one serves in 

has a direct correlation to the academic or professional success in post secondary education upon 

completion of service. The implication is rather stark: serve your country or you will be unable to 

do have access to a good life. Laila discussed the impact of military service on careers in 
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leadership and politics. Most Jewish members of government have had major roles in the 

military. Even restrictions are placed on professional university programs like medicine or law 

without military service, while many from the Arab sector who do choose to go to medical school 

are required to re-join the army for a second tour upon graduation. Nasrin described an encounter 

with a recruiter who gave a talk at her school, attempting to cloak national service as an 

alternative to joining the army, despite the fact that the ministry of defence also runs the national 

service. She recalled directly engaged the recruiter in front of her students and the results of the 

dialogue. 

N: When I was told there was an alternative for the military service, the national service, which is another 

conspiracy trying to tempt young people in the Palestinian sector as if to say: “Ok you want to be able to do 

these things in your country, you have to serve somewhere.” I said to the recruiter: “When I first arrived in 

Canada I was entitled to almost everything. So how come even though I was born in this country, I didn’t 

come from Russia or Poland, and I am not entitled to the same rights?” When this came up my students 

were there. I said, “you realize in Arabic, rights means that you’re entitled to certain things without 

negotiation without any conditions or giving back to the government. This is my right and I am entitled to 

it, so don’t argue with me about my rights. Can you explain that contradiction to my students please? And 

if you’re going to claim that such positions where you send our students to volunteer in important positions 

that our communities need, here you go, I have the statistics for you. The unemployment rate among 

Palestinians is the highest in the country. So if you have job opportunities, why these positions are turned 

into paid jobs for these young people? Why should they volunteer?” He had no answer; he knew what he 

was promoting was bullshit. You have to face it. They know full well that they can’t face you directly 

anymore. They have to find ways to bypass daily.  

S: What did he say? 

N: Nothing. He couldn’t answer me. What’s dangerous is this military service is creating another kind of 

gap in our society. 

 
 The effect the army has on building relationships is also extremely complicated. Laila, 

working at the hand-in-hand school described the almost tragic kind of social structure that 

mandatory service creates. Going to bilingual and bi-national schools, in spite of the flaws in the 
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curriculum at least creates a potential space for shared encounters and the ability to find common 

social ground.  

L: Sometimes we don’t have a lot of Jews in the high school, maybe 7 or 8 compared to 53 Arabs. It’s a 

very small program. Sometimes they become friends, but the Jews will go to the Army and the Kravi—the 

very hard places within the army. [As an institution] we don’t deal with that stuff at all and have no opinion 

on this stuff. 

 
Many Jewish students understand that they will serve in the army after graduation by default. 

Most Palestinian-Israelis do not serve and many have witnessed poor treatment at the hands of 

soldiers themselves. This imbalance effectively handcuffs any potential good that comes from 

mixed schooling and reinforces the social and cultural divides beyond the contents of the 

programs. The silence surrounding these issues is even more telling; the teachers recognize the 

contradictions at play, the difficulties in reconciling that the friend in your class might one day be 

your enemy. However by not engaging with this problem, the hand-in-hand program does very 

little to help the students understand the complexities of Israeli daily life. 

Gaps in funding and gaps in Knowledge—the Follow-up Committee on Arab Education 

 Atef Moadi, the director of the follow-up committee on Arab education identified three 

distinct areas of crisis within the education system and used three terms to describe them: Input—

the funding gaps and financial shortages; Output—the achievement gaps and lack of 

infrastructure, including a significant classroom shortage across the sector; and Content—the lack 

of control over curriculum development and pedagogy. Atef describes a broken system, one that 

is built on discrimination at every level, from funding to matriculation to infrastructure and a lack 

of classrooms. But he also spoke of the human cost, the desire for both equality and dignity for 

the students of the Arab sector. He cited many reasons for the gaps—a lack of funding, 

overcrowded classrooms, frustrated and overworked teachers, but he kept returning to the lack of 
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autonomy, both in terms of finances and content, over the entire education sector as the most 

important issue. 

A: The average funding for Arab students per year is 1000NIS; on the Jewish side it’s 8000NIS. That’s a 

problem. I told you, we are talking about equality, but to be equal you have to close those gaps, because the 

gaps are so big. They say there’s a problem with the local councils, 60% of Arab families are under the 

poverty line, so they cannot support the system. They need support. But this is the reality. It’s so clear. It’s 

discrimination and racism together. So it’s not just that they ignore us, it’s not just that they neglect us, like 

our community. They will not accept us as Palestinian. They will not accept us as a nation here. They 

divide us by religion, and from the other side, when they have any new projects or plans, the ministry of 

education first they put on the table, how could we make this plan without the Arabs? How can we do it 

outside the circle? After pressure and advocacy and lobbying and working so hard with Yuli Tamir and the 

others, then we have a five-year plan from the government from 2007-2011 to build 8000 classrooms. 

Good, fine, perfect. They said will give the Arabs 39.5% from the whole budget, which is great and all, but 

we need so much more than that. So let’s talk about needs. The shortage of classrooms is about 6200 

classrooms that are an immediate shortage. Now we’ve asked for a new five-year plan from the government 

from 2012-16. At that point we will need another 2000 classrooms, so we’re looking at building 8000 

classrooms in the next 5 years, which is not going to happen. The budget for 2 years, in 2010-12, we 

checked the budget for how much money they will allocate for new classrooms and resources, which are 

allocated for 11 and 12, for this money you can build about 300 classrooms. For 2 years, 600. So they 

allocate money for building that is significantly less than our natural needs. So what about the 6200? If 

they’re still building the same way with the same numbers, it will take 50 years to close the gaps. We 

calculated it and will present these numbers in the Knesset and it was amazing. 50 years to finish the 

classrooms! 

 
Funding gaps such as these contribute greatly to the lack of a vibrant Arab education system. 

Classroom shortages and the 8:1 Shekel to student ratio between the Jewish and Arab sectors 

constrain a system that is already substantially weaker academically. The expectation in the Arab 

sector is that they must effectively do more with less, despite the number of students within the 

system. 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter there is a substantial lack of autonomy in pedagogical 

and curricular development for the Arab sector. The Israeli ministry of education sets the course 
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objectives and expectations with a minimal amount of Arab representation at the table. While on 

occasion there will be an Arab member of a sub-committee, this unequal distribution limits the 

influence of Arab educators and policy makers, despite having a student body that makes up 25% 

of the overall public system in the country. 

S: Who actually designs the Arab curriculum? 

A: The pedagogic secretary at the ministry of education designs it and we are not involved. The Jewish 

leaders design everything —the aims, the goals and we are not [included]. And sometimes they agree, 

sometimes they have presentations here and there and the committees who prepare the Arabic language 

curriculum, you’ll find an Arab there once in a while but that person is rarely an expert. And that’s who 

usually designs the policy. What are the policies, the goals, and the aims? In history, geography and civics 

curriculums this is our problem; you can see why it is important for us to have our own, and our results and 

recommendations show that. What you have to do? These textbooks are not suitable for Arab students. He 

will not feel ignored there, not the teacher and not the students in this case if we had our own. Next thing 

you know, all the Palestinian narrative is deleted, to say Naqba is a crime. This is a very important stage in 

the lives of Arab Palestinians in Israel and abroad, and the refugees. In 1948 something happened there, 

you stuck one country beside the other, Palestine and Israel and its divided and the UN decision, meanwhile 

you have to deal with the issues. What we did before, we had an expert team in 2003 and created a new 

curriculum for history and civics, and we suggested using it to the ministry and they refused. 

 
The lack of autonomy over course content contributes to the significant achievement gap between 

the Jewish and Arab sectors, particular in terms of matriculation. If the matriculation examination 

is one of the gateways to a good life, yet this good life is only available to one part of the 

population, one can create a causal relation that explains the low test scores across the Arab 

sector. The Follow-up Committee has done longitudinal studies charting the achievement gap 

from elementary through to high school. The gap grows considerably larger as the student 

population ages. 

A: Let’s talk primary schools. There’s an examination run by the ministry of education called ‘Nitzav’. 

S: Is that similar to the Bagrut? 

A: Remember I’m talking about elementary school. It checks the skills, what they learned, what they have, 

[and] the results. It’s good to see where your students are. Where we’re standing now the students in the 4th 
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and 5th grade, 7th, 8th, in the mathematics and language. To learn from the results and achievements is good. 

But the gap between the Arab students and the Jewish students is about 25% at this level. So when it comes 

to the national exams, there’s a lot of exams all run by the ministry or observing groups like the OECD it’s 

the same thing. The results are the same. There is a 22-23 point gap out of 100 between the Arabs and the 

Jewish students and the relation is the same, maybe even more for the psychometric exams, like 26%. 

There’s a gap and its there from the beginning. After 14-15 years Arab students spend in the system, there 

is a 34% matriculation rate for Arab students and the others. For the Jewish students, it’s around 65%. 

65-34 is huge… At the end of the day we want all the Arab students to succeed, to open the doors for 

higher education. Meanwhile from the 1990s, only 9% of Arabs are in higher education. The output of all 

the systems, it’s like a line, a factory line. 15 years kids spend in the system. But if all the system is really 

only working for 9%, it’s not good enough. It’s not enough. And why is that? The success of the Bagrut is 

only 34%, but from the 34%, how many of them also get good results in the Psychometrics? And then they 

can get into higher education. (Emphasis added) 

 
Atef’s position is that the Arab educational sector is in dire need of a drastic overhaul and argues 

that the inequalities found throughout the system are nearly insurmountable. The most telling 

statistic he had beyond the funding gaps was the relative lack of students in post secondary 

education compared to the Jewish sector, with the Arab population hovering at approximately 

9%. He spoke candidly of his desire to see Arab students succeed, yet almost all of the problems 

he speaks to demonstrate a system that has set Palestinian-Israeli students up to fail. All measures 

of analysis, input, output and content all demonstrate a quantitative and qualitative lack in the 

system. However the Follow-up committee is not even advocating for this complete overhaul, 

instead they simply hope to find a way for equality of service across the two sectors, or, as he 

puts says: “It should be equal delivery of needs.” The demands they have are rather simple—the 

creation of a semi-autonomous Arab ministry of education, the development of Arab textbooks 

and tests, and the preservation of Arab-Palestinian culture, language and tradition.  

A: We are not talking about full autonomy and separation from the ministry of education, because of two 

things. First, we are citizens and feel we want to be here so it is their [the state’s] responsibility. The state 

should be supporting Arab education. Second, the responsibility has to be shared on both sides, the ministry 

and the Arab local and regional councils. They will all be responsible. (Emphasis added). 



 

 149 

  
Some small gains have been made, such as the establishment of an Arab pedagogical council, but 

even this organization has not been given official organizing capacity or power by the Israeli 

Ministry of Education (Jabareen and Agbaria, 16). The lack of true decision making capabilities 

or power hinders the success of any real hope for meaningful change in the Arab sector. There is 

an absence of updated goals and priorities for Arab education; a lack of formal status for Arab 

education; and the absence of a special professional, representative and autonomous body 

empowered to formulate pedagogic and curricular policies for Arab education. The proposed 

changes suggested by the follow-up committee and the pedagogic council seem impossible at this 

point, given the lack of desire from the ministry to acquiesce to even the smallest of demands. 

Indeed Atef’s stated goal of equality of opportunity could be possible should even some of the 

follow-up committee’s basic demands be met.  

 Without any efforts to fix the problems, the Arab sector seems destined to continue to 

underachieve, be hampered by a lack of classroom space, a lack of autonomy over curriculums 

and perhaps most importantly, a lack of dignity. Atef explicitly states that the students in the Arab 

sector are Palestinian-Arab citizens of Israel and willingly want to be a part of the state and work 

to make the necessary changes, yet Palestinian-Israeli voices are not heard. This precarious and 

contingent citizenship for Palestinian-Israeli students reinforce the problems of racial citizenship 

in adult life as well. The issues are systemic and structural—yet community made solutions to the 

problems like the potential for development of a Palestinian-Israeli education ministry are 

ignored. By ignoring the demands for autonomy, the Israeli government appears to lend credence 

to the notion that the ‘Palestinian Problem’ is inherently one that can only be solved by Jewish 
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Israelis32, an implicit part of Zionism. Given that the state is Jewish first and democratic second, 

the priorities across the state will be given to the Jewish communities first. Yet the desire for 

equality and dignity so prevalent in the literature of the Follow-up committee and found in the 

teachers across both sectors indicates that a tipping point must be on the horizon. The current 

political structure of the state prevents Palestinian-Israeli autonomous political and social 

organizations from gaining any sort of real traction, which illuminates the link between Zionism 

and settler-colonialism. Indeed such a complete disregard for the other will create an even more 

unsustainable situation in an already complex and divided society. The Arab sector of Israel’s 

education system has been historically ignored, underdeveloped and indeed undervalued, while 

the consequence of teaching a single historical curriculum is replicated through the very policies 

that create and perpetuate this neglect. As Atef, Nasrin and Laila all claim, the system is broken, 

and in many ways it appears to be beyond repair. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
32 The parallels between the term “Palestinian Problem” and the 19th and 20th century European “Jewish 

Question” cannot be ignored, particularly in the context of the “problem” as something that only the 

dominant group can solve. This is not to suggest that Israeli Jews ought to be the group to solve the 

Palestinian-Israeli education crisis.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 The state of Israel has attempted to bridge the impossible—to fuse liberal, democratic 

principles into an ethnocratic state. The beauty of liberalism’s promise is how it is predicated on a 

politics of recognition, the supposed neutrality of its institutions, on inclusivity and diversity—

but in many ways, this beauty is also liberalism’s fatal flaw. As Amy Gutman (1994) asserts in 

her introduction to Charles Taylor’s Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition, the promise 

of liberalism involves the recognition of every individual’s uniqueness and humanity and is 

understood as a way of political and personal life. To this end, she suggests that the liberal 

democratic value of diversity therefore may not be fully captured by the need to preserve cultural 

distinctiveness over time, which in turn provides each separate group with the potential for a 

secure culture and identity for future generations (9). This leads to Taylor, who speaks of two 

demands essential to liberal political formations (62): The first is that within reasonable bounds 

we must let cultures defend themselves, while the second is that we recognize the equal value of 

different cultures, not just in terms of survival but an acknowledgement of worth in a material 

sense. In essence, Israeli liberalism only fulfills Taylor’s first demand while sacrificing the 

second in order to preserve the existential need of the first, exacerbated by the stated Israeli desire 

to protect the Jewish character of the state above all others.  

 The Israeli state has managed to make this work to a certain extent for the diverse and 

distinct Jewish cultures throughout the state. Israel perpetually claims itself to be the only 

example of a pluralist, liberal and indeed multicultural society in the entire Middle Eastern 

region, but this form of liberalism, like Israeli democracy, exists in a diminished form. Yet this 

diminished democracy is consistent with Gutman’s assertion. Palestinian-Israeli identities, which 
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exist across Islamic, Christian, Druze and Bedouin communities do not necessarily need to be 

preserved in order to fit the Israeli liberal model. These cultures exist in Israeli society, but they 

are not fostered or preserved by the state. At the same time we see the ever-present need of the 

Israeli government to assert the state’s ‘right to exist’ as a Jewish state, while institutions of the 

state seek to develop and preserve the diversity of cultures and experiences that make up the 

global Jewish sociocultural milieu. This is despite the distinct lack of a universal Jewish identity 

as a religion, a culture or a nation. That ethnic citizenship rather than naturalized, territorial 

citizenship is the most important facet of defining who is included and who is excluded only 

reinforces the idea that Israeli democracy is a diminished democracy, one that is deeply indebted 

to the practice of settler-colonialism. 

 The lack of state intervention for its minority communities creates the conditions for the 

state to go about its business erasing traces of all others from the mainstream while promoting a 

specific vision of what citizenship in an ethno-national state looks like. The drive for minority 

rights and protections creates additional conflicts that liberalism and multiculturalism are both 

unable to resolve. Kymlicka posits that the problem facing indigenous Canadians is an example 

of the problem of nations, termed by Kymlicka and others as ‘ethno-cultural nations’ (180). 

Integration and assimilation become flashpoints, in particular over the potential for loss of 

language, traditions and mythology at the expense of liberalizing aboriginal communities. While 

not a question of integration into liberalism per se, this is ontologically similar to what 

Palestinians face as the nation-state of Israel continues to define itself as Jewish above all else:  

 Jewish identity cannot and does not wish to be inclusive (in my mind, that’s part of the beauty of 

 Judaism – that it never tried to convert the non-believers). A state that sees itself as “a Jewish 

 State” is inherently an exclusive state, because a person cannot become Palestinian-Jewish or 

 Muslim-Jewish. Almost 25 percent of Israeli citizens are not Jews. That’s way more than blacks or 

 Latinos in America. If Israel is a Jewish State, it means that every fourth person cannot – ever – 

 assign him or herself or be assigned the state’s core identity. He or she will probably be 



 

 153 

 discriminated against both formally and in practice, but more importantly, this person will be 

 deprived of the symbolic meaning of citizenship in the nation-state model (Sheziaf, 2013). 

 
  These very same erasures occur throughout Israeli history, civics and geography textbooks, 

creating and legitimizing an official knowledge that only tells a small part of the story. 

  In Israel, ethnic citizenship rather than national citizenship is what defines the 

population, especially the overriding belief, enshrined into law, that as the Jewish state, one only 

need be Jewish to have access to full citizenship at any time. Indeed as the Jewish state, Israel 

regularly positions itself to represents the interests of all Jews globally. As a result, there is an 

imbalance that extends to all aspects of political, economic and social life—citizenship is 

contingent and precarious simultaneously. The needs of a citizenship that exist beyond the 

borders of the state diminish the rights of a minority population inside those borders. This is the 

reality that many of Israel’s Palestinian population have to deal with regularly. In schoolbooks 

such as To Be a Citizen of Israel, we see chapters dedicated to the idea that Israel is the Jewish 

State first, while Arab life and Arab identity in Israel is almost treated as an afterthought.  

 According to Judith Butler (2009), the condition of precarity is framed as a relationship 

to the conditions of life itself, and as such, precarity is “the condition of being conditioned” (23). 

She maintains that we cannot necessarily recognize or understand (a) life outside of the way that 

life is framed. The frame is the structure in which we can identify (a) life, while at the same time 

the frame reifies the conditions for the life to be sustained, the reproducible social institutions and 

relations that make sociable life fluid rather than static. Frames themselves are also bound by a 

specific structural form, and that form exists as a function of the reproducibility of its shape, yet it 

is this reproduction and self replication that also creates conditions for structural risk and a 

rupture in the identity of the frame: 

 The frame breaks with itself in order to reproduce itself, and its reproduction becomes the site 

 where a politically consequential break is possible. Thus the frame functions normatively, but it 
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 can, depending on the specific mode of circulation, call certain fields of normativity into question. 

 Such frames structure modes of recognition, especially during times of war, but their limits and 

 their contingency become subject to exposure and critical intervention as well (24). 

 
This structural problem provides the space to return to Michael Apple’s critique of legitimate 

knowledge, and in particular his two foundational questions: What knowledge is worth more, and 

whose knowledge is worth the most? In my discussions with teachers and my analysis of specific 

discourses found in history, geography and in particular civics textbooks, the overwhelming 

response was that Zionist knowledge was not just valued most, but indeed the only legitimate 

knowledge supported by the state. Zionist values are taught alongside western history and 

philosophy, building a link between Israel and the developed West and emphasizing the European 

origins of the state. What we have seen in Israeli textbooks is the institutionalization of racial 

citizenship—the European origins of the state contribute to learning western historical and 

political traditions. These traditions reinforce the differences between European and Arab Jews as 

well as between the Jewish and non-Jewish sectors of the population, resulting in a discriminatory 

frame embedded into state approved textbooks. 

 When I began writing this dissertation, I posed a question: what does citizenship in Israel 

mean to the divergent communities who make up Israel’s population? It seemed that the best way 

to answer this question was to look towards an institution of the state that functions primarily to 

create successive generations of citizens—the secular public school system. I also argued that 

citizenship in Israel is defined racially and that textbooks and curricular resources are structured 

around a singular national narrative, Zionism, in order to develop and maintain the ethno-national 

character of this racialized definition of citizenship and to begin to view Zionism not as an 

inherent extension of (Ashkenazi) Jewish culture and the utopian socialist dream of the survivors 

of the Holocaust, but rather as an ethno-nationalist ideology—one that holds the belief that a 

certain people or nation is superior. In this case, the superiority is the belief that the Jewish people 
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are “the chosen people”. In many ways, Zionism is not different from any other form of 

nationalism except that, in this case, the ideology uses religion and cultural justifications to 

further its aims, utilizing a constructed collective memory of the past to justify itself in the 

present.  

 When citizenship is defined ethno-racially first and democratically second, it limits who 

can be a full citizen. In this case, a significant minority population grows up and goes to school 

knowing that they will forever be second class citizens in the country they were born in, yet it 

seems, at least from a policy perspective, that these citizens do not really matter in the long run, 

all the while ensuring that the act of erasure is cloaked in a more subtle, benign sense of 

“wanting-not-to-know” (Peled-Elhanan, 2012, 231). Guy’s painful story of continuously teaching 

the shifts in territory and borders is consistent with Nurit Peled-Elhanan’s assertion that: 

 This wanting-not-to-know inculcated to Israeli youth through education is in fact wanting-not-to-

 teach…with such distorted pictures and skewed maps firmly in their minds, Israeli Jewish students 

 are drafted into the army to carry out Israeli policy vis-à-vis the Palestinians, whose life world is 

 unknown to them and whose very existence they have been taught to resent and fear (232). 

 

Teachers such as Roi and Yael expressed both grief and frustration by the content of the history 

curriculum, while Guy showed a profound sense of despair resulting from his attempts to provide 

a critical second voice. His fear of losing his students trumped his own desire for being himself in 

the classroom. Roi even went as far as to make the claim that Israel is indeed becoming an 

apartheid state: 

R: After the 2nd intifada… it was very hard to believe that there could be a real solution between these two, 

to this problem, even for me. But I can say that this situation has made the Israeli state, the Jewish state to 

become frightened of them [sic]—to be like an apartheid state. That’s why I as much as I can I am involved 

in projects that aim to bring together Israeli and Palestinian students… The only group, which is 

discriminated in every single way, is the Israeli-Palestinian citizens. They are the only ones who are 

discriminated in every single phase; economically, historically—the history was never taught, and the 

culture, the literature, has never been brought to the classrooms, officially that is.  
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 Roi contends that teaching cultural differences is the starting point towards recognizing 

that every culture has unique sets of values and the right to sovereignty—unknowingly echoing 

Taylor’s twin demands. But unlike Taylor, he also understands the flipside of this proposition, 

that by recognizing these twin pillars one could be accused of saying “that you are for all-a state 

for everyone”, which is antithetical to the entire position of the existence of an exclusively Jewish 

state.  

R: Because the Israeli Judaic way of thinking is “What does matter to the Jewish tribe?” The state is for the 

Jewish tribe. There isn’t any interest to join any others into the tribe, so if the other tribes, Muslims, 

Christians, Arabs, Druze would like to reserve their own specific cultural representatives, religious 

representatives its ok, but not within the ideological, not within the official state ideology.  

 
This is the frame that is placed around Israel’s secular public education system(s)—it is 

ideologically driven and inherently discriminatory, yet there are those who operate within it who 

see these ideological and structural contradictions for what they are. Roi’s position is consistent 

with the way many Palestinian-Israelis feel about their place in Israeli society. Discriminatory 

policies and practices are a part of the everyday existence in the Arab sector, but the perception is 

that these practices are out in the open when they were once hidden. Atef Moadi from the Follow-

up Committee on Arab Education insists that the discriminatory nature of the state has become a 

point of pride. 

 A: Unfortunately we’re not talking about equality but what we have now, it’s a discrimination process, 

let’s be honest. We face it all the time. What we are facing now, with this government especially, is 

discrimination all the time. Now it is here and then it was hidden. To say discrimination they [Jewish-

Israelis] used to be ashamed but now they are proud, they embrace it. We are worried about what is going 

on, especially trying to work with this government in the Knesset. We are Arabs, we are Palestinian, we 

have citizenship in Israel and what we are struggling for is equality and dignity together, it’s not a matter of 

money and resources and budgets it’s one side. It’s dignity. We want to be proud. We are proud of course, 

but the other side you can have to know, this is a fact. And to be truly proud, of course you have to be 

equal.  
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But this demand for equality is a non-starter based on the current structure imposed by the state 

on its citizens, something Atef, Nasrin, and Laila have come understand. Demands for dignity are 

empty when the state does not even care. 

 Something as seemingly innocuous as the cover of a history textbook is loaded with 

hypertextual references, with a layout designed to reinforce a specific vision of history and 

culture, and of a Jewish dominated state. Figure 6.1 is the cover of Eli Bar-Navi’s The 20th 

Century (1998), a book that was characterized as one of the more progressive of its era and 

indeed one of the most popular history textbooks in Israel. On this cover page we see several 

images of the Jewish experience in the 20th century both metaphorically and literally stacked on 

top of each other: The background is of Jewish children, likely Holocaust survivors en route to 

Israel. Anchored to this photograph is an illustration of an idealized Israeli Jewish ‘Halutz’ 

pioneer, likely from the late Mandate era or just after the creation of the state.  

(Figure 6.1) 



 

 158 

The caption above the ‘Halutz’ is a biblical quote from the book of Nehemiah, a classic text for 

historical Zionists that directly addresses the prophecy of a return to the ‘Promised Land’ after the 

Babylonian exile and the destruction of the first temple. The quote translates loosely to “one hand 

does the work while the other brings strength”, which effectively suggests that to fulfill this 

prophecy, one hand builds while the other holds a weapon. The caption below says “For 

Productivity—For the Struggle” which all but structures the historical narrative and gives it a 

contemporary frame. Indeed the image of the ‘Halutz’ pioneer is exactly that—armed with a 

wooden rifle while driving a bulldozer. This is the recent history of the ‘Nation of Israel’ captured 

in a single image, one that the full title of the textbook, The Twentieth Century: A History of the 

Jewish Nation/People in Recent Generations, conveys almost perfectly. For the Jewish people, 

the 20th century history has been constructed as the Holocaust and the birth of the modern Jewish 

nation-state.  

 Conversely, this image is also the break in the frame that captures the essence of the 

absent Palestinian narrative and underscores the Palestinian national tragedy. In a Levinasian 

sense, this erasure is why the Palestinians have no face to begin with. They are a faceless other in 

an ethno-national state and their presence justifies the violence carried out in the name of the 

Jewish nation’s right to exist in safety. Ultimately, this contributes to the sense within Palestinian-

Israeli communities that their Palestinian-Israeli lives and futures are worth less than their Israeli 

Jewish counterparts. The cover of the history book all but proves this sentiment—the guns are to 

kill them if they get in the way of building a home for Jewish refugees, the bulldozers will 

destroy their homes. It has been established that Palestinian-Israelis primarily study the Zionist 

version of history—as Laila asserted, for her students, history stops in 1948. The image on the 

cover of The 20th Century all but erases the history of Palestine and uses a bulldozer and a gun to 

ensure the erasure is permanent. 
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 It would be an easy out to suggest that reforms to the education system would go a long 

way towards creating a lasting peace between the Jewish and Palestinian-Israeli communities as 

well as with those Palestinians who live under Israeli occupation. Yet to try and reform a broken 

institution does nothing to actually repair what is broken. Reform would be a Band-Aid solution 

to a much deeper, structural and systemic set of problems that are endemic to the liberal ethnic 

nation-state form. Given the conditions of precarity reinforced under the Israeli system’s current 

design, an overhaul of the education system that allows for the inclusion of multiple ethnic and 

religious identities into the history and civics curriculums may be necessary but it is not 

sufficient.  

 The ethno-national definition of citizenship created the crisis point. Interviewing teachers 

and analyzing textbooks provides a window into the conditions on the ground, a way to 

understand and analyze the impact of years of conflict and settler-colonialism. If, as Foucault 

(1975) suggests, education acts as a reflection of the state and the power a state has over its 

citizens, it is easy to understand why Israel’s Palestinian citizens are where they are today.  

While a reformulated education system would provide a space for the Levinasian face-to-face 

encounter with the other, it would still limit the idea of the infinite demand of responsibility 

towards the other that Levinas would deem necessary. Indeed as Butler (2012) argues, both Israeli 

and Palestinian identities are constituted by their relation to alterity (214), but the differences in 

trajectory of this relation is what makes the demand for infinite responsibility almost impossible. 

This is where alterity and exteriority break apart—as two groups who can never be the same but 

are both suffering from a similar condition of being repeatedly forced to live amongst others, we 

can see how Zionist thought requires the erasure of Palestinian identity as a way of understanding 

the relation between itself and the other. As such, Palestinian identities are both constructed and 
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erased in the classroom as a sort of proximate enemy, one that is simultaneously present and 

absent, necessary and despised for the very condition of being needed.  

 The crisis in education is a reflection of the crisis Israel as it is currently constructed is 

facing, an image of what could be perceived as a failing state looking back at itself through the 

eyes of its students and its teachers. How could we arrive at a place where citizenship is no longer 

contingent upon ethno-national, religious or cultural affiliation and military service? Butler 

(2012) proposes a potential solution to the crisis that is rooted in the Levinasian face-to-face 

encounter as well as in his notion of alterity. Given the shared condition of living amongst others, 

a form of post-nationalism structured along Levinas’ ethics of cohabitation, could be a way out. 

Instead of a democracy based on ethnic citizenship, Butler argues for a form of radical 

democracy, a normative vision for Israel in which “no religion or nationality may claim 

sovereignty over another, where, in fact, sovereignty itself will be dispersed” (6). This post-

national configuration would be contingent on a polity where refugee rights and no one ethnic 

identity could exercise privilege over any other (Butler, 16). Such a post-national state would be 

consistent with Levinas’ infinite demand (Levinas, 1987; Critchely, 2007), the sense of 

responsibility for the other demanded by the face-to-face encounter that is necessary to have an 

understanding of that other.  

 We fail to see the structural link between the Zionist demand for demographic advantage and the 

 multivalent forms of dispossession that affect the Palestinians who have become Diasporic…[and] 

 those who live with partial rights within the borders (Butler, 2012, 216). 

 
Butler suggests that the key to achieving this post-national state is to dismantle the ideological 

structures and institutions that maintain the contradictory and politics of ethno-nationalism, 

despite the fact that most Israeli Jews appear at least superficially happy with the way things are. 

Both Apple (2004) and Peled-Elhanan (2012) contend that education is connected to creating and 

preserving collective memory and cultural memory, and indeed that cultural memory is taught as 
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a method to preserve the status quo—the existence of national narratives in schools is by 

definition an extension of nation building, structured to help make students into good citizens. 

Without dismantling these institutions and practices, any semblance of coexistence would instead 

be based on an “artificial equality” of empty reforms that would only mask and indeed “protect 

and further the structure of Israeli [colonial] rule” (216); citizenship will remain tied to the ethnic 

nation (Peled-Elhanan, 2009, 95), incapable of a face-to-face encounter, cohabitation, or peace.  
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Appendix A 

Notes from the Field 

Since I began my work on this project, Israel has had three major wars with Gaza and one ‘minor’ 

incursion. Therefore I must acknowledge the roles of operations Cast Lead (2008-09), Returning 

Echo (March 2012), Pillar of Defence (November 2012), and the most recent Protective Edge 

(Summer 2014) on Israeli and Palestinian collective consciousness and collective memory, as 

well as on the minds of Jewish and Palestinian diaspora communities. Whenever I speak to 

friends and family members about my research, they inevitably ask me how I approach working 

on such a complex and emotional topic. I assure them it is not an easy thing to do, and often use 

an anecdote that has resonated with me for the better part of the last six years in order to explain 

where I am coming from. An engineering professor, (and the father of a close childhood friend), 

said to me once: “the Israel/Palestine conflict is 99% emotional and 1% rational. It is a good thing 

that some people are working on the 1%” The following set of personal reflections were 

originally written for my online travel blog. My intention while writing these blog posts was to 

take stock of the raw, personal and emotional experiences that I had while in the field. As my 

friend’s father suggested, the argument I attempted to make in my dissertation is one that I hoped 

would stay rooted in rationality. However my experiences in the field were often incredibly 

emotional and powerful; I needed an outlet to work through much of what I felt in order to be 

able to let the research breath and my work to speak for itself.  

January-Without a Net 

 Arriving in the field I was totally unprepared for many of the issues I encountered along 

the way. My base of operations was at the Hebrew University in East Jerusalem on Mount 

Scopus. Originally I was registered for a Hebrew Language course so that I would have access to 
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university resources and a place to live for a relatively low price. Eventually I registered as a 

visiting graduate student, given the title of visiting research fellow and a small grant to help offset 

some of my costs. It was at Hebrew University however that my first exposure to the systemic 

racism of Israeli state institutions occurred. As a part of my registration, I was told to go to the 

housing office to arrange which dormitory I would stay in. I wanted to be in a graduate residence 

to be with people my own age, and asked to live in an older residence that I could pay for 

monthly, not knowing how long I would stay. The woman at the housing office seemed shocked 

that I would want to live in what was ‘affectionately’ known as Resnik. She assumed I would 

want to live in the much nicer, much newer Student Village residence with the rest of the North 

American Jewish exchange students. This thinly veiled remark, it turned out, was her polite way 

of asking me why I would want to live in the Arab dorms. This was an unexpectedly positive turn 

of events however, as my entire experience in the field was changed dramatically by my 

residence placement. One choice, ostensibly for financial reasons rather than any other factor, 

exposed me to a first-hand view of Palestinian-Israeli cultures, including Muslim, Christian and 

Druze students, many of whom were in graduate or medical programs. These people became my 

guides, hosts, informants and friends, and introduced me to a world that I am so grateful to have 

been a part of. 

 Growing up in a Jewish diaspora community dominated by a Zionist worldview, there 

was an implicit socialization that occurred in my childhood, one that created and reinforced a 

subconscious fear and mistrust of Arabs, regardless of religion. While I never really subscribed to 

this unconscious racialization in my own daily life, living where I lived completely destabilized 

any lingering traces of this socialization I may have had. There is truly something to be said for 

the idea of Arab hospitality, and my Druze friends made a point of making sure I knew it. Every 

time I would see any of them, they always seem to want me to feel welcome here on their floor, 
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in their home, inviting me over to visit with them and never shying away from talking politics 

with me. Slowly they began to integrate me into their community, teaching me a few words and 

phrases in Arabic, inviting me to join them when friends from off campus or out of town would 

come visit, and always including me in communal meals. This friendship also helped to open 

doors to a kind of access a young Jewish man from Western Canada would rarely get, as I 

become immersed in this community’s ways.  

February-Adjustment and Transition 

 One of the most interesting ways these new friends helped in my adjustment was in terms 

of negotiating the security infrastructure that is the norm in all aspects of Israeli society. I have 

learned quite a bit about the hyper-securitization of the Israeli state the use of surveillance 

technology and infrastructure. What I wasn't expecting was the extent to which those inside the 

state have also been made a part of this architecture, and how this functions in everyday life even 

in schools, an experience that makes Foucault’s (1975) claim that schools are disciplinary 

technologies all the more real. As with all students in Israel, to enter and leave my dorm complex 

I had to go through a gate with an armed guard. To get onto main campus, I had to go through a 

gate, a metal detector and a bag search every time. Even if it was the same guard who saw me 

earlier in the day, I would have to go through the process all over again: headphones out, turn off 

phone, pass bag to armed guard, walk through metal detector. This was the process every student, 

regardless of ethnicity, would have to go through just to get to his or her classes.  

 This is not to belittle the experiences of many Palestinians, whose daily experience is 

much more than the minor inconvenience of having my bag searched. As a close friend and 

colleague reminded me when we discussed this problem, I was not actually being made subject to 

the state security apparatus in the same ways that a Palestinian would. My Jewishness, Canadian-

ness, and Hebrew U student ID shielded me from many of the daily humiliations of the military 
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checkpoints, though not necessarily the daily grind. There is clearly a difference between the 

institutional security checks and the actual military checkpoints that are in place throughout the 

country. My friends in the dorms helped me to adjust, and, as it turned out, a few of their friends, 

all Druze, were actually the very security guards I would interact with, adding a complex 

secondary layer of racial subjectivity to the entire ordeal. 

March—Operation Returning Echo 

 In many ways, these same friends helped me to overcome one the most traumatic 

experiences that came from fieldwork in an area of conflict. During a break from my research, 

having conducted a few interviews in the weeks leading up to the Jewish holiday of Purim, I 

chose to visit a friend from Canada and his wife and infant daughter in Be’er Sheva to celebrate 

the holiday. At dinner that night we saw on the news that something happened in Gaza in the 

afternoon. Two men purported to be Hamas militants were targeted and killed, so I was told to 

brace myself for the potential retaliation. It seemed unlikely to me that anything would happen, 

but I was wrong. I had no idea that I was in the south for the start of what was later known as 

Operation Returning Echo. 

 It was late in the evening when the sirens started. I hadn't heard it before but I knew 

exactly what it was. Stunned, I looked towards my friend and without even a trace of irony said 

something like “so this is actually happening?” as we are running down the stairs towards the 

bomb shelter. A few minutes later we heard the new “Iron Dome” missile defense system engage. 

The siren stopped and off in the distance an explosion was heard. The entire building shook a 

little and was followed by three more explosions. I couldn’t tell if the mortar shells had hit a 

target or if the explosions were actually the missile defense system exploding a target. On the 

outside I was trying to look and feel as calm as possible. On the inside I was screaming and 

cursing and trying not to lose myself to fear. When we returned to the apartment I asked if it was 
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over, and was told hopefully, but probably not. And because it was Shabbat, the buses were not 

running so I was unable to leave until sundown the next day. It was a long night to say the least, 

with sirens and shelling repeating at 1AM, 3:30AM, 7AM and then again the next evening around 

5:30. That was when it ended for me, but it continued well into the next week for the residents of 

the south, not to mention the residents of Gaza who also endured missile strikes until a ceasefire 

brokered by Egypt came into effect several days later. While I was inside of it, clearly scared and 

wondering what was going to happen next, my friend asked me if this changed my perspective, 

altered my political position at all. I assured him it hadn't, but at the same time there was a part of 

me that was feeling a kind of anger I had never felt before. I was not angry with the Gazans or the 

Israelis per se; I was angry that such an existence has become normal. I was angry that my friends 

live like that. I know they choose to live in the south, but they don't choose to live under threat of 

violence. I know the Gazans do not choose to live under threat of drone planes and missile strikes 

either, nor do they choose to be trapped behind a completely sealed border, leading to the 

realization of a rather unsettling dialectic. 

March and April-Becoming (un)Settled 

 This experience shaped the remainder of my time in the field; a very political project with 

what seemed like high stakes became much more rooted in a practical, material realness that I 

probably needed in order to understand the stories of my subjects all the more. This is a nation-

state where racial and ethnic tensions are at the heart of daily life, and violence can be 

experienced at any time, on any side of the conflict. Having to live inside that violence, even for a 

brief moment gave me a much greater understanding of the precarity of life in an incredibly 

complicated place, and to speak to this history of violence with anyone on any side took upon a 

much more complicated set of meanings. The right to kill becomes an extension over the 
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sovereign’s usage of the monopoly on violence that is supposedly within the state’s rights. As 

David Theo Goldberg (2009) states: 

              Israeli security and survival have come to be hitched to those characterized as threatening them…  

              [my] killing those supposedly racially not like me secures the projection of my racial being; but in   

 predicating my security on a foundation that motivates counter-killing equally racially predicated,        

              my security is at the deepest level insecurity” (Goldberg, 27). 
 
Goldberg’s statement resonated even more after having experienced the shelling. The question 

my friend posed to me is exactly what Goldberg tries to unpack—survival and security are 

predicated on both violence and the threat of violence, and it is all rooted in an ethno-racially 

motivated reactivity to the threat of the other.  

 Spending time with my friends in the dorm when I returned was a particularly important 

part of my research process. They helped to resettle me, to understand what I was feeling and 

how to best start to heal from the psychological trauma I felt. The night I returned we talked for 

several hours. One asked me why I would come all this way to do research and I told him I study 

the education system and how it pertains to conflict. He laughed and said something like “which 

one? Here everyone is in conflict. Jews and Arabs, Arabs and Arabs, Arabs and the Arabs not in 

Israel, Jews and Christians, Arabs and Christians. Sometimes everything works, but everywhere 

is conflict.” I found it odd that he never once used the word Palestinian in his explanation of his 

world, but didn't want to press. For a few days after, I had to try and wrap my head around that 

anger and not let it consume me. As one of my supervisors phrased it, I had been unsettled and 

that can be part of a broader process of decolonization. I had to sort out my own position on all of 

this and could now express the lived experience. I am on the left, perhaps even more convinced of 

the need for new strategies of resistance and redefining the peace process and the problems of 

nation-states defined by ethnicity, the politics of exclusion and the use violence as a form of bio-
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political control. As my fear and anger faded I came to accept the experience as a part of me, a 

new normal, innocence lost in a way I never expected. 

April and May-Life in a Complicated Place 

 A few weeks later I was invited to my friend’s village in the north of Israel, about thirty 

minutes away from the border with Lebanon. He said it would be part of my healing process, plus 

I think he really just wanted to show me what life was actually like in a Druze village in the 

north. I was welcomed with open arms by my friend's parents, brother and very old friends. There 

was a real sense of community, of historical bonds that comes from growing up in one place and 

maintaining friendships over long periods of time. I know that feeling well, and in a sense it was a 

bit strange to walk into a new circle of people who had known each other for 25 years. I actually 

saw some analogues to my own friendships and sensed a sort of brotherhood of shared experience 

that I always feel when I go back to Edmonton for a visit. The similarities didn't end there. Our 

Friday night was spent outside, with a fire, an Argileh (Hookah pipe), and several dozen beers, a 

lot like my own summer nights back home. The conversation and drinking carried on until well 

into the wee hours, as such nights often do, and we knew it was time to shut it down when the 

morning call to prayer began to echo through the village. One friend made a point of asking me 

how I felt about hearing conversations in Arabic, if it made me uncomfortable. I could honestly 

say I barely gave the language a second thought. Without trying to come across like “going 

native”, it felt much like a typical Friday night, just in another country. The amazing part about 

language and culture is that if you spend enough time interacting with people in a language you 

do not understand, you can pick up on the non-verbal cues and still follow along. 

 My friends made a point of telling me that they are effectively society's trash, using the 

Arabic word ‘,’االلننففااييااتت (phonetic translation izbeili), meaning the liquid at the bottom of the 

garbage bin, to describe themselves. I didn't see that at all. What I saw was a group of friends 
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with inside jokes, genuine compassion for each other, and a bit too much beer. One of my new 

friends told me that he wants to leave the village permanently, not to mention the country, 

because of the racism and discrimination he feels. The fact that he is Druze puts him in an 

uncomfortable position, knowing his privileged status within Israeli society while other Arabs in 

his village and others like it are unable to have the same sorts of opportunities. He resented being 

in the Army and it was there that he felt the most racism. His family is of Syrian origin, but due to 

the complications with Syria, he will never meet his cousins who still live there. Yet others from 

the same community feel very attached to Israel, find serving to be an honour and cannot imagine 

not doing it. It is complicated to be an ethnic minority within a very divided and hierarchical 

place where one's ethnicity is tantamount to status and access to power within the state. To most 

Druze though, the arrangement with Israel is a positive one as they are able to keep their 

historical land and property rights, which to them is the most important part.  

 For most of my life I've been socialized to have at least an implicit fear of the other. It's 

part of the system I grew up with and yet not for a second did I feel unsafe in a place that is 100% 

Arab, mixed almost evenly between Muslim, Druze and Christian. Abu S’nan is historically a 

Druze village but over the years its population and land base has been able to expand. That said, 

its neighbouring village, K’far Yasif has a building freeze and hasn't been able to grow or support 

the demands of its population. That is one of the fundamental differences between the Druze 

agreement with the Israeli government and the status of other Arab communities inside of the 

1949 borders. K’far Yasif and Abu S’nan effectively share the same land, and the border between 

the two villages is nebulous at best, which compounds the issue, dividing the Arab communities 

amongst themselves. I cannot say for certain how typical the snapshot of life I experienced 

actually was. I do not know what it's really like to live in these Northern villages. I do know 

however that there are major problems with employment, schools are underfunded, infrastructure 
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is lacking and in some cases, the villages themselves are unable to grow despite the population 

and demographic situation begging for expansion at the same rate as Israeli communities. The 

funding gaps are immense even though the tax base is large enough to support expansion and 

growth. What I do know, however, is that I was treated like family by total strangers, given a 

glimpse into a community I would not ever have been exposed to had it not been for a little bit of 

luck.  

 These experiences allowed me to find the perspective I needed to ensure that no matter 

whom I spoke with or interviewed, no matter what the context, every person would always have a 

face. The work of Emmanuel Levinas shaped my engagement throughout my time in the field—

the other was always present, and in all situations I was cognizant of my own otherness 

throughout. Particularly in moments of extreme emotional distress, (like the shelling), or being in 

places I grew up thinking I should fear, I knew I had to take stock of these emotional responses 

and listen.  
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Appendix B 

Participant Biographies 

Author’s note: All teachers’ names are pseudonyms. 

Yael: Yael is a young English and theatre teacher and former history teacher. Yael works with 

inner city students in Jerusalem, specifically students who have behavioural issues and were 

expelled from the regular public stream. When we met she was on maternity leave. She, along 

with her husband who teaches drama in Neve Shalom, was my first point of contact with the 

“political teachers” organization. 

David: David is a part time professor of Education at David Yellin College as well as a history 

teacher in Jerusalem. David actively self-identifies as a Mizrahi liberal Zionist and has been 

teaching for more than fifteen years. 

Roi: Roi is a history and civics teacher in the Gush Dan region of Israel. While not affiliated with 

the Political Teachers movement, he is aware of them and sympathetic to their work. He has been 

involved in coexistence education projects since the mid 2000s and is the only teacher I 

interviewed to utilize the two narratives textbook. 

Yoni: Yoni works in an inner city environment in Jerusalem, and unlike the remainder of the 

teachers, he received his certification through Teach First Israel, a private, for profit organization 

that utilizes the same business model as Teach for America. In addition to teaching, Yoni is 

working on a Master’s degree in History. 

Guy: Like Yoni, Guy teaches in an inner city school in Jerusalem’s Katmonim neighbourhood, 

and specializes in History and Civics. Guy is also affiliated with the Political Teachers network 

and actively participates in coexistence and peace education projects and other activist groups and 

is currently working on his PhD. 
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Jack: Jack is the oldest teacher I interviewed. Originally from the US, Jack immigrated to Israel in 

the early 1970s and was one of the founders of Neve Shalom. He also worked in the bi-national 

school for eighteen years. Jack and his wife, who is also a teacher, both openly self-identified as 

anti-Zionist and were exceptionally critical of the ministry of education and its policies. Jack 

completed his PhD in Education at Hebrew University in early 2014. 

Nasrin: Nasrin is a Palestinian-Christian from the north of Israel who teaches English and Civics 

in her childhood village. She is also an activist and organizer for the Hadash political party. She 

received her MA in sociology and gender studies from Tel Aviv University in 2009. 

Laila: Originally from Haifa, Laila is a Palestinian-Muslim Ph.D. student in Sociology and 

Education at Hebrew University and a teacher at the Hand in Hand bilingual school in Jerusalem. 

Laila has worked on several research projects concerning gender inequality as well as Civics 

education in Israel and the rise of ethno-nationalism in Israeli schools. 

Additional interview subjects:  

Atef Moadi is the director of the Follow-up Committee on Arab Education in Nazareth. A 

Palestinian-Druze citizen of Israel, Atef has been involved with the Follow-up Committee since 

its inception and currently sits on the board of DIRSAT, the Arab Center for Law and Policy. 

Dan Goldenblatt, director of Israel Palestine Creative Regional Initiatives (IPCRI): While Dan 

declined to have a formal interview on record due to a lack of first-hand knowledge on the Israeli 

education system, he was gracious enough to provide me with IPCRI’s entire education database 

as well as contacts at the Israeli Ministry of Education and the Follow-up Committee.  
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