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ת ני ציו והדמוקרטי של  המכון לאסטרטגיה  די  ונה היהו גוף עצמאי הפועל למען שמירת צבי א  הו
נות מגילת העצמאות נת ישראל על פי עקרו   .מדי

  
רות נות החי נת ישראל ברוח עקרו ות האדם במדי י זכו על לשמירת  ן פו ושר , הצדק, המכו הי

  .והשלום של מורשת ישראל
  

נת ישר צות למדי די התפו הו י ן  בי דוק הקשר  על למען הי ן פו ניהמכו ו פי ערכי הצי   .תואל על 
  

ם עוסק בעריכת מחקרי ן  ות והגשתן, המכו כני ם, כתיבת תו רי ם צעי גי ם, הדרכת מנהי סי נו כי ם  זו י , י
ם נרי נת ישראל כביתו הלאומי של העם , סמי זוקה של מדי חי ות אחרות למען  י לו ופעי רים  ו סי

די הו   .הי
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The Changing Values of Israeli Society and Their Impact on Its 

Historiography 

Until the Six Day War, the Zionist  ethos was built  upon collective 

experiences, primarily national  survival and revival. Zionist ideals 

prioritized the enlistment of the individual in the service of the movement, 

the people, the society and the state; they valued allegiance to the collective 

and a sense of duty;  self fulfi llment meant "do what you believe in" (and not 

"advance yourself"). To a large extent, the consensus surrounding this 

demanding ethos stemmed from external pressure – the existential threat  

plaguing the Yishuv, and later Israeli  society for a span of 30 years,  

beginning with the Arab riots of 1936 through the Second World War, the 

struggle against the British, the War of Independence and the years  

following i t  to the Six Day War in 1967. Regardless of its validity,  the sense 

of the external threat was authentic. It  weighed on everyone, and forced all  

members of the voluntary and heterogeneous immigrant society in the Land 

of Israel  to adopt a basic level of ideological agreement regarding its goals 

and a procedural agreement on the rules of political behavior.  Dissidents 

who deviated from this understanding or denied the legitimacy and authority 

of the institutions that embodied it  were excluded from society (Haredim ,  

communists or revisionists).  

A few individuals and small groups disputed the declared objectives 

of the Zionist movement and opposed its policies. In the past twenty years  

these exceptions (Brit Shalom ,  Ichud ,  the Jewish communists,  or individuals 

such as Yaakov de Haan or Haim Kalvarisky) have been described by post-

Zionist historians, sociologists, political  scientists, scholars of culture and 

geographers as an alternative to the line of the Zionist Movement and the 

Yishuv. However, they acted at the fringe of Yishuv society and their recent  

support  is anachronistic at  best.  

Recent critics of history curriculum in Israel, (i .e. Eyal Naveh and 

Dan Bar-On) have relied on Martin Buber, Ernst Simon and other members 

of Brit Shalom  and Ichud .   These persons, despite their small numbers and 

marginal posit ion in the public discourse of that period,  have been an 

authority for post-Zionists ' claims that the solidary society of the Yishuv 
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was no more than an illusion, and under the surface there were multiple 

voices that were repressed from the mainstream discourse.
1
 

The lessening perception of an existential  threat following the Six Day 

War undermined the Israeli consensus.  New flags were waved, old flags 

were folded, and in certain sectors of society the Zionist ethos withered.  

Traditional Zionist values and principles were abandoned one after another.  

A new ethos emerged, placing the individual – his self-accomplishment,  

rights, honor and life – in its center.  These changes were apparent also in 

circles that had been identified in the past with the Labor Zionist Movement.  

Before statehood and even in i ts early years,  the left  wing of the 

Zionist movement stood out as radical and activist, especially on issues of 

policy and settlement. First and foremost it  was characterized by an ideology 

that  integrated Zionism and socialism. This program cultivated values of 

equality,  social just ice and labor, and made them central to national and 

cultural revival . At the same time, it  emphasized the avant-garde's  role 

against that of the majority. Pioneering settlement was considered the 

essence of Zionism, both in terms of making the desert bloom and in terms 

of building a new and just society.  Schools run by the Labor movement 

taught personal  fulfillment in the fields of set tlement and defense. This  

activism caused parts of the Zionist Left to oppose the part ition and 

statehood out of concern that the establishment of a state would restrict 

settlement opportunities in the other parts of the land. 

After the Six Day War, the differences between Zionist and non-

Zionist Left were gradually blurred, and the pace of that change was 

accelerated after the political upheaval of 1977.  In the Zionist ,  and new, 

non-Zionist  Left that developed contemporaneously with the emergence of 

the New Left in the West following the student riots of 1968, the principal  

values of the Zionist-socialist  ethos were replaced with materialistic 

competi tion. The collective effort to facilitate national revival was pushed 

aside by the individual 's rights; equality and solidarity were replaced with 

fostering individualism; social justice withdrew in favor of material success;  

toil turned into entrepreneurship that employed foreign laborers; and the 

avant-garde's  esprit  de corps deteriorated to simple arrogance.
2
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For years,  Israeli society has been twisting and turning.   An ongoing 

internal battle over its identity,  source of authority and ethos has been 

raging. It  has been struggling with questions such as 'what is Israeli  

society? ',  'who belongs to i t? ',  'what are i ts characteristics, values, core 

interests  and symbols? ' and 'which elite groups will  guide it? '
3
 Divided on 

this issues by profound arguments, Israeli society has lost its balance 

between authority and responsibility,  reward and punishment, rights and 

obligations,  success and failure, the collective and the individual,  service 

and parasitism, goals and results, wealth and poverty,  work and capital ,  

solidarity and competition,  reality and fiction, words and deeds,  t ruth and 

falsehood. 

Under intensifying pressures by the political system as well as the 

forces of the market ,  the educational insti tutions – universi ties, colleges and 

schools – speculate about their national mission (and whether they even have 

one),  over their social function and their academic and educational goals.   

The public controversies over the teaching of history in universities 

and schools reflect the Zionist movement 's loss of direction. Like society as 

a whole, Israeli  historiography has also been in a state of bewilderment. It  

has lost its ability to distinguish between professionalism and charlatanism; 

schools of thought as well as different and contradictory historical 

traditions;  integrity and opportunism; disparagement in the face of the social  

sciences and linguist ic and critical literature theories vis-à-vis preservation 

of disciplinarian uniqueness; discourse and reality;  conformism to political 

correctness versus adherence to principles. Historians consider the 

contradictions between the extent and profundity of scientific work on the 

past and their desire to influence the present by means of participation in 

debates in the public sphere.  Often the submission to the constraints of the 

media lowers the level of historical discussion and confines it  to the 

framework, language, time and scope of television talk shows and newspaper  

opinion columns. 
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The Development of Teaching and Research on the History of 

Zionism and the Yishuv 

 

A significant expansion of teaching and research both inside and 

outside of universities came hand-in-hand with the growing unrest among 

Israeli historians since the 1980s.  In  five years (1997-2001),  Israeli 

universities offered over 300 undergraduate and graduate courses on 

different aspects of the history of Zionism, the Yishuv and the State of 

Israel. Counting courses that were taught more than once, there were a total  

of 420 courses. These numbers relate to courses that were offered by 

historical and interdisciplinary departments only. If we add courses in 

political sciences, law faculties, and special programs, the figure grows even 

higher though I lack data on those departments. I also lack data on colleges 

that  were opened in the 1990s and the 2000s.  

In 1997, Israeli universities offered a total of 68 courses in these 

fields.  In 1998, the number grew to ninety,  dropped in 1999 to eighty,  and 

in 2000 and 2001 i t  stabilized at 91 courses each year. The variety of 

subjects is impressive. A division of the courses by category (social ,  

ideological,  cultural,  polit ical,  state,  mili tary,  economic,  settlement history,  

and combinations of them), or according to subjects, reveals that in the past 

five years the study of social history made up the largest category,  with 71 

courses, of which, at least according to their titles, seven were on "socio-

cultural" history;  one course was "socio-ideological";  three courses were 

"socio-military"; eight were "socio-political", two dealt  with "socio-

economic" history and two handled "socio-settlement" issues. The political 

history category included 54 courses, four of which were political-cultural ,  

16 were poli tical-ideological, eight courses dealt with politics and society,  

and seven discussed politics and the military.  

The category of Israeli and Zionist policy and diplomacy contained 57 

courses. Twenty of them discussed military-political issues, part icularly the 

struggle for statehood and the Arab-Jewish Conflict .  The area of military 

history included 44 courses that focused on the history of the paramilitary 

organizations in the Yishuv, the IDF and Israel 's wars with the Arabs.  
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Zionist ideology was taught in 44 courses: poli tical aspects (10), cultural  

aspects (2),  social aspects (1), and settlement aspects (1).  This category 

also includes dozen of courses dealing with anti- or post-Zionism, such as 

Ron Zweig's MA seminar on "Zionism and its Objectors" that was given in 

Tel Aviv in 1997, or the seminar of Robert Wiestrich "Zionism and its  

Jewish Crit ics" that  was taught in Jerusalem in 1998. 

Alongside the growing interest in social  history,  interest in cultural  

history also appears to be on the rise.  In the five years of this study, 42 

courses were held on the subject of culture – from the issue of identity to  

representations of history in various areas: literature, fi lms and folk music 

to historiography. The most neglected area has been the economic history of 

the Yishuv and of the State of Israel (only five courses on the subject).  The 

number of introductory courses was also low (13),  but in certain 

universities, introductory courses are part  of a general survey of modern 

Jewish history.  The settlement movements were the subject of 18 courses;  

the interest in this  field appears to be declining, which can be seen 

particularly in the number of courses on the kibbutzim (only 3).  Eleven 

courses discussed five Zionist Israeli leaders: Ben Gurion (6), Herzl (1),  

Weizmann (1), Jabotinsky (1) and Dayan (1).  

The variety of topics is vast, and many courses can be attributed to 

more than one category. Without corresponding data from a comparable time 

period in the past ,  i t  is difficult to decisively point out any changes. 

Nonetheless, it  is possible to identify topics whose popularity dwindled,  

while others that  did not appear on the list in earl ier years have become 

increasingly popular. A typical  example of a subject that has lost its  

attraction is the relationship between Zionism and Britain (8 courses).  By 

contrast , the unsolved problem of the Israeli identity or identit ies was the 

topic of 15 courses.   Gender (6 courses), memory and commemoration, as  

well as Zionist versus anti-Zionist ideology and historiography (8 courses), 

have also become trendy subjects and hold a prominent place in course lists.  

Social and cultural distress rooted in the mass immigration of the 

1950s was the subject of thirteen courses – a phenomenon indicative of the 

perennial appeal of the ethnic composition of Israeli society.  It  is  

noteworthy that  none of the lecturers teaching these subjects belonged to the 
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descendants of the mass Aliyah  from Muslim countries at the beginning of  

the 1950s. Researchers from this background who specialized in Israeli  

society were more prominent in the social or polit ical sciences, leaving 

historians to be predominantly WASPs (White, Ashkenazi, Sabra,  

Protectionists). The few exceptions to this rule, like David Ohana (excluding 

his recent book: Not Canaanites, Not Crusaders: Origins of Israeli  

Mythology) , generally focused on historical issues that are not specifically 

connected to Zionism or to Israel.  

Current tensions between the secular and religious sectors of Israeli  

society are probably the cause for the increasing number (20) of courses 

about the relationship between Zionism and the Jewish State on one hand, 

and the Jewish religion on the other hand.  The selection includes courses on 

rel igion and nationalism, religion and the State, Religious Zionism, the 

Haredi opposition to Zionism and the communal li fe of Haredim  during the 

time of the Yishuv and in the first years of the State.  

The database analysis confirms previous impressions, and the findings 

are not  specific to Israel . It  reflects an increasing diversity of research and, 

consequently,  of teaching in institutes of higher education. This 

diversification has been happening for years in American historiography and 

has recently spread to Britain as well .
4
 The process is to be praised, but 

there is a risk of losing the forest for the trees. It  can be remedied by 

compensating for the growing eclecticism of elective courses with 

mandatory introductory courses and by institut ing integrative final exams as 

a condition for graduation.  

 

Dissertation Topics 

The prosperity of the academic discipline of history in the field of Zionism 

and the Yishuv does not sat isfy everyone. Prof. Shlomo Zand complains that  

the stagnation of the topics and paradigmatic approaches fails  to express the 

changes that have occurred in Western historiography. He also laments the 

lack of Arab professors in the history departments of the universities and the 

absence of joint studies by Jewish and Arab colleagues. As usual with Zand, 

his assert ion is imprecise. Arab and Druze faculty teach in history 
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departments of universities and colleges (Butrus Abu-Maneh, Kais Firro,  

Hassan Halayla and Mahmud Yazbek in Haifa, Mustafa Kabha and Adel 

Maneh at the Open University, and Mustafa Abassi in Safed College 

constitute a partial list only). The first  two have instructed a number of 

Doctoral students – Arabs, Druze and Jews. Yazbek was recently elected 

Chairman of the Israeli Middle Eastern Studies Association.  

The diversity of subjects is  also manifested in PhD dissertat ions and 

MA theses. Zand claims that the areas of Jewish and Israeli history "have yet  

to show signs of serious change, and the character of the theses and 

dissertations has barely changed: they continue… to preserve the old  

conceptual paradigms and mechanisms". Like Zand's other contentions, this 

claim, too, has no factual basis.
5
 An analysis of MA theses and PhD 

dissertations written in recent years on the history of Zionism, the Yishuv 

and the State of Israel reveals significant changes in the relative populari ty 

of certain subjects and the methodological approaches used. Zand's pseudo-

Marxist explanation that the lack of change can be attributed to the fact that  

academic funding continues to be generously routed to the Jewish history 

departments sounds ridiculous to anyone who is familiar with the chronic 

under-funding of these departments and the difficulty in fundraising for the 

humanities in general, and specifically for subjects perceived as ideological 

in nature (such as Zionist  or Israeli history).  

Israeli historiography follows in the footsteps of its elder Western 

sister,  but lags behind it  by two or three decades.  By the end of the fifties, 

less than one fifth of history dissertations written in the United States 

discussed social, cultural or intellectual  history. By the late seventies, forty 

percent of dissertations were writ ten in these fields. During that time, the 

proportion of dissertations on political, diplomatic or consti tutional history 

dropped from one half to one third.
6
 

Between the years of 1997-2004, Israeli universities produced 110 

dissertations on the history of the Yishuv, Zionism, the State of Israel and 

Israeli society. Four of them discussed the old and new Yishuv during the 

period of the Ottoman Empire. Forty-four discussed the British Mandate (18 

of them continued into the early years of the State).  Eighty dissertations 
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were on the history of the State of Israel, beginning with its  establishment 

and discussing Israeli society and culture.  

When divided into fields, the distribution in Israel  is similar to that of 

the United States a generation ago. Nearly half of the dissertations (47%) 

were written in the field of social or cultural history and in adjacent fields 

such as gender, media and ethnography. Approximately 38% of them 

discussed political-military, polit ical or ideological history. About seven 

percent of the dissertations dealt with historical geography and set tlement 

issues.  Seven dissertations (6%) were written on the Zionist  movement in 

the Diaspora, and three dissertations (1.5%) were biographical. 

 

The Status of History Studies 

The remarkable scope of activi ty notwithstanding, Israeli and Zionist history 

studies as well as world history is experiencing a drastic drop-off in their 

perceived status as a part of the general decline in the position of the 

humanities in academia and in society. The study of history is falling apart 

on a global scale after peaking in the early seventies. Israel is no exception.  

In the United States,  the early seventies marked a rise in the number 

of undergraduates majoring in history, bringing the number to 44,000. 

However, in 15 years, by 1986, that number dropped to 16,000. It  then rose 

slightly to 20,000 in the early nineties and then stabilized. At the same time, 

the number of PhD recipients in history from American universities dropped 

by more than half, to less than 600, after a high of over 1,200 per year in the 

early seventies. Class sizes shrank and the chances of the new PhDs to find 

university positions diminished accordingly.  In 1970, 2,481 history PhDs 

competed for 188 positions in American universities. By the middle of that 

decade, the number of doctors of history receiving universi ty positions hit 

all  t ime low. This crisis was not unique to history, but affected most of the 

humanities.
7
 

The drop in the number of students and professors can be partially 

attributed to the lower income of graduates of the humanities.  An additional,  

equally important reason was the growing influence of postmodernism and 

radical  relativism on the humanity departments in American academia during 
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the eighties and nineties. This influence, which entai led the revamping of 

many of the departments and focusing on micro-historical topics while 

losing track of the whole,  deterred many potential students and indirectly 

reduced the number of instructors.  

In Israel,  the drop in the popularity of history (and the humanities in 

general) is both quantitative – reflected in the number of students – and 

qualitative. Most students register in the humanities departments not because 

of curiosity or interest,  but because they admit  almost  everyone. In recent  

years, many history students have come from social backgrounds that were 

not part of the pre-statehood Zionist experience. In the universities in the 

periphery (those not in the central area of Israel) and in colleges, the number 

of non-Jewish students (Arabs, Druze, Bedouins) studying in history 

departments grew considerably.  Some of them see the Zionist Enterprise as 

hostile,  discriminatory or oppressive.  

Of the students that  take courses in Zionist and Israeli history,  Jews 

and non-Jews alike are emotionally involved. At the same time, they lack 

basic knowledge. The combination of emotional involvement and ignorance 

creates a unique difficulty in classrooms. This predicament is  accompanied 

by an additional quandary: the history of the Yishuv and the first years of  

statehood is the story of an ideological, dedicated and mobilized society.  A 

majority of students today – and some of their younger instructors – are 

products of a competit ive and individualistic society.  Their abili ty to 

understand the past in its own terms is questionable, as is their ability to 

comprehend the zeitgeist of the first  three-quarters of the twentieth century.  

Serious students who choose to study history out of genuine interest 

and curiosity encounter postmodern, post-Zionist and relativist approaches 

from some of their professors, as in other humanities departments. Usually,  

these instructors do not  tolerate views other than their own. The students 

quickly discover that  the history they are being taught is  a list  of sins of the 

West and of Zionism and Israel; many of them lose their curiosity and desire 

to learn and transfer to other fields.  Some of them conform to the new 

trends or adopt them. After twenty to thirty years, this process has shaped a 

generation of middle and high school history teachers: some of them were 

poorer students in university, some of them conformed to the new trends,  
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and some of them are a combination of both.   Of course,  there are also 

exceptions to this rule, especially among elder teachers, but  their numbers 

are dwindling.  

 

The Goals of Teaching History in Schools 

The evolution of history studies in the universities has affected the practice 

in schools and the quality of the teachers. In the 19
t h
 century and the first  

half of the 20
t h
 century, teaching history in schools was a fundamental tool 

for shaping national identity and consciousness. However, the relativism and 

skepticism that characterized the history discipline in the second half of the 

20
t h
 century created a dichotomy between academic historical research and 

study and the teaching of history in schools. While through the history 

taught in schools one generation imparts its image of the past  – or  

"collective memory" – to the next, academic historical research examines 

cri tically the existing image of the past, and occasionally uproots it  and 

builds another image in its place.  

In an era of mandatory education, when history classes are obligatory 

for at least  some years, the entire population is  exposed to the curriculums, 

syllabuses, textbooks and teachers of history.   Schools in general,  and 

specifical ly history classes, are a key tool that  inst ills the "collective 

memory" more than museums and monuments. They impart collective 

memory in various ways, beginning with classroom lessons (not only history 

classes,  but also classes in li terature, Bible, civics, art,  etc.) ,  through role-

playing games, local history and family tree projects, public debates on 

historical issues, and ending with school spiri t  gained through field trips and 

ceremonies on memorial days and holidays. Naturally, public debates of 

history and "collective memory" also permeate the education system and its  

tools:  curriculums and textbooks.
8
 

Following the changes in the academic historical discipline,  

historians, pedagogues and teachers of history have been considering what 

the purpose of teaching history in schools is: is it  imparting students with an 

understanding of the past as a "collective memory"? Or is it  a fundamental  

stage in acquiring disciplinary skills for future studies and for thinking 
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cri tically about the past and its implications for the present? School 

curriculums include elements of both archetypes, and in the hands of 

different teachers they turn their focus in one or the other of these 

directions. According to the two emphases, the content and methodologies 

are also shaped in dissimilar ways.  

 

Disagreements over History Education 

Disagreement about the role of history in schools is not unique to Israel. In 

the early 1980s, French scholar Mark Ferro investigated the way in which 

history was taught and learned in various countries. He attempted to 

understand the means used by those countries for solving problems of self  

identity and their relationship with "others". Ferro 's book incorporates 

chapters on the relationship between Arab and Muslim historiography and 

the exclusion of non-Muslim Arab kingdoms from the history of Islam, on 

the Persian and Turkish versions of Muslim history, on the "white" history 

of South Africa during the apartheid era and the teaching of history in black 

African nations following the decolonization, on the way Indian history 

curriculums coped with the question of identity following the country's  

independence, on Soviet historiography and the preservation of indigenous 

identity in Armenia,  on the obliteration of the Aboriginals from Australian 

history,  and on European colonialism and the way in which i t  was taught in 

Algeria and in France.
9
 

Following the political upheavals of the 1980s and 1990s,  several  

countries reformed and transformed the state history curriculum; this was 

most noticeable in the former Soviet Union and in states recently liberated 

from communist rule. Similar problems arose in South Africa following the 

fal l of apartheid.  Public controversy on questions regarding history 

curriculums in schools also took place in Germany, Japan and Britain during 

Margaret Thatcher 's  leadership, when conservatives sought to institute a  

school curriculum that would teach an "authorized version" of the past. In 

Japan, where the government holds a monopoly on the publishing of 

textbooks, historians approached the courts in a plea to allow these books to 
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properly reflect  the truth and not just  cause people to feel at ease with thei r 

past .
10
 

The United States also witnessed public struggles and disputes 

concerning the history curriculum in schools. One such dispute took place in 

Chicago at the conclusion of the First World War due to accusations by 

public figures that  school textbooks were not patriotic enough.
11
 The 

controversy intensified in the 1960s as a result of changes that occurred in 

American society. In one of the chapters of his book, Ferro discusses the 

calls to dismantle the white history of the United States and to put more 

emphasis on the history of women and minori ties. Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt 

and Margaret Jacob claimed that textbooks "celebrated the achievements, it  

was said, of dead white European males rather than showing the 

contributions of women, minorities, and the oppression of gays and other  

excluded groups".  Radical professors on campuses, not necessari ly 

historians, condemned the syllabuses of the history departments, alleging 

that  they present  a bourgeois ideology,  and offered alternative syllabuses 

that emphasized the history of women, blacks, Native Americans and other 

minority groups.
12
 

 

The Debate on the "New Standards" for History Education in 

the United States 

 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the "history wars" occupied the American education 

system. Postmodernist professors of education with l iberal-radical political  

tendencies rejected the principle that history studies in schools should be 

above conflicting ideologies. They argued that this approach was outdated 

and was a camouflage for the ideology of the political  right.  Radical 

historians maintained that the history textbooks were European-centered,  

racist,  sexist,  and homophobic. They encouraged sexist and racist  

stereotypes instead of helping children and adolescents to overcome them. 

As could have been expected, these assert ions sparked opposition. One of 

the more prominent opponents of the postmodernist trend, historian Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr. ,  lamented that history had turned into a weapon and schools 
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into battlefields in an ideological and political attack on the identity of 

America.
13
  

Trying to introduce into the school system new ideas that prospered in 

some academic departments of history,  anthropology, culture studies, and 

blacks and women studies, several professors launched a campaign for the 

establishment of new national history standards. They recruited parents, 

history teachers, l ibrarians, school principals, pedagogues and curriculum 

writers to support their cause. The suggested new curriculum shifted the 

emphasis from the War of Independence, the ratification of the constitution,  

the expansion westward and the Civil War to the oppression,  discrimination 

and exploitation of women, blacks and other minori ties, their affl ict ion and 

how they overcame the hostility and fought to gain their rights.
14
 

The main effort of the new standards ' initiative focused on composing 

new textbooks that,  in the opinion of the project 's enthusiasts, were more 

compatible with the values of a heterogeneous society. These textbooks 

integrated the histories of women, African Americans, Latin Americans and 

foreign laborers into the traditional American history or stood in place of it .  

The books met strong opposit ion that cri ticized them as being no more than 

propaganda driven by political  motives.  From the opinion columns of the 

New York Times  and the Washington Post ,  the controversy moved to Capitol  

Hill.
15
 

Even before their official publication, the new standards inst igated a 

great deal of media agitation.  Supporters labeled the criticism as right-wing 

and conservative. Actually,  it  involved much broader circles that refused to 

allow the radicalism and postmodernism endorsed by the academe into 

schools. In January 1995 the US Senate voted in favor of a decision that 

condemned the "standards" and in effect signaled the end of the project .  

Nevertheless, the argument over history education continued 

notwithstanding the removal of the new standards from the political  agenda.  

The public and media commotion surrounding them eventually marginalized 

history education in American schools in favor of the social sciences. In  

addition, the controversy pushed aside the debate on questions such as why 

should history be taught and what does it  contribute to the growth and 

education of the student?
16
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Aside from textbooks, the "history wars" in schools concerned the 

subject matter of the curriculums. Following the failure of the new standards 

in the Senate,  a few of its enthusiasts  turned to a reexamination of the 

pedagogical principles that guided history education in schools. Instead of 

studying history as a method of transferring knowledge, they proposed 

seeing i t  as "a cultural act that instructs students about the nature of 

understanding and about their own role in making historical knowledge".  

The classroom, they believed, is an arena for gaining experience: the place 

where contending voices confront each other in the debate over what history 

means in a democracy.
17
  

Facing the various clashing interpretations of the past , the team 

offered three possible approaches that  represent different  didactic and 

epistemological  perspectives:  The first  seeks the "best  story" and tells  it  "as 

it  happened" to enhance the "collective memory".  The second demonstrates  

two or more versions of a historical story and allows students to choose the 

one that seems best to them based on their analysis of primary and secondary 

sources as is customary in the discipline. The third, postmodern, approach, 

rather than directing the students to the best or most valid version, show the 

students what are the contemporary polit ical uses for the various versions of 

the story of the past . According to this outlook, students should learn how 

different  groups use rhetoric of the past  to further their goals in the 

present.
18
 

 

The Public Debate in Israel  

 

The debates concerning history education in the United States served as a 

model for similar debates in Israel. The Shalem Center in Jerusalem took up 

some arguments of the new standards ' opponents and used them in a 

campaign to disqualify certain post-Zionist ninth grade history textbooks.  

Conversely,  Eyal  Naveh, whose textbook on 20
t h
 century history was a prime 

target of that campaign, describes the debates in the U.S. in a one-sided and 

biased manner.  He refers predominantly to the authors of the "standards" and 

presents the opposition as limited to a few extremist right-wing politicians.  



17 

 

Books and articles by historians who opposed the "standards" are carefully 

hidden in the footnotes, without being referenced. He presents the Senate 

resolution that condemned the standards in an overtly biased manner, and 

dubs a resolution that passed in an almost unprecedented 99 to one majority 

"political farce and ideological hysteria of a group of American 

conservatives with money and influence who tried, unsuccessfully,  to change 

the multicultural agenda of their country." Without presenting any facts or 

evidence in support of his claim, he holds out that despite the resolution, the 

standards were adopted by schools and many teachers, and the reader has no 

other choice but to rely on his words – which in this case (as in many 

others) are far from convincing.
19
 

The public debate on the way in which the history of the Yishuv and 

the State of Israel is  taught in schools has recently been focusing primarily 

on new textbooks. Controversial textbooks, however, are only the tip of the 

iceberg: there are deeper issues emanating from demographic, social and 

political changes that are influencing culture as a whole.  

Experiments in teaching history,  primarily contemporary but also that  

of the period of the first and second commonwealth have been done in 

Israel, too. Zeev Tzahor claims that national history curriculums of the 

1950s had a "recruit ing role". In the era of poli tical movement-run schools 

that preceded the institution of state education, each movement recruited its  

reserves in the schools and indoctrinated them. After the legislation of the 

State Education Law it was still  customary to teach the central narrative in 

schools and to repress any opposing accounts.
20
 Tzahor 's claim requires an 

empirical examination that was not carried out. Besides, the narratives were 

diverse and each movement stressed different  elements.  Tzahor's assertion 

might be true of the kibbutz education to which he was exposed. However,  

not one of the seven elementary and high schools that I attended between 

1949 and 1961 taught the history of the Yishuv or the State. The Jewish 

history curriculum at the Hebrew University (including the history of 

Zionism and the Yishuv), too,  ended in 1948, at least until  the late 1960s.  
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Core Curriculums for History and Its Critique 

 

In the State of Israel, the Ministry of Education is responsible for shaping 

school curriculums as well as recommending and approving textbooks.  In the 

past , the Ministry of Education worked independently of Israeli academia,  

which was barely involved in the areas under the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry. The connection between the education system and academia began 

to strengthen in the 1960s. In 1966, Education Minister Zalman Aran 

appointed a committee led by Prof. Joshua Prawer to explore the structure of 

Israel 's state education.  This committee recommended a structural reform 

that brought about the introduction of middle schools or junior high schools. 

Increasing numbers of teachers completed academic studies. Professors from 

the Hebrew University School of Education,  and later from newer 

universities as well ,  lectured in teachers '  supplementary programs organized 

by the Ministry. School curriculums and educational experiments rel ied 

increasingly on studies conducted in the universities ' Schools of Education,  

and later also in their other disciplinary departments.  

The State Education Law encouraged the preparation of a first 

comprehensive core curriculum for history studies that  was intended for all  

public and religious-public school students. The curriculum of 1954 was 

intended to replace the curriculums of the various educational "trends" and 

the mandate government 's curriculum for Arab schools into one program 

with eight objectives: 

 

1.  To bestow on the students the knowledge of the great past of the Jewish 

nation – its spiritual  heritage, actions and vision – as well  as knowledge of 

other nations that  came in contact with the Jews and their mutual  influences.  

2.  To make students aware that our People […] preserved its rel igion, 

customs and ideas through two thousand years of exile, and did not idly 

assimilate in the face of large nations and their cultures and did not cease to 

exist as a unified nation throughout the Diaspora.  

3.  To inculcate in the hearts of students love of the exalted spiri tual assets 

of our People and to encourage the desire to live by these standards,  to 
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instill  admiration of the Jewish sages, martyrs and heroes,  and arouse the 

desire to learn from their virtues and good deeds.  

4.  To impart to the students understanding of the most important historical  

facts and the connections between them, comprehension of the spiritual and 

material forces that  function in human society and general concepts of its 

evolution,  and to devote special  attention to the understanding of 

contemporary political,  social and cultural world.  

5.  To cultivate an esteem for international  partnership and recognition of 

the good and noble in the culture of every nation, to promote an atti tude of 

tolerance toward other nations and to teach the importance of international  

organizations.  

6.  To imbue students with the awareness that our people developed 

dignified social ideals and served as a driving force in the moral  

advancement of the world.  

7.  To instill  students with the consciousness of the principles of the Torah,  

the vision of the prophets on the End of Days, the Jews' devotion to the 

study of the Torah, their observance of the commandments, their deep-rooted 

belief in the Eternity of Israel, their uninterrupted affil iation to their 

homeland and their belief in redemption – all of which gave our people the 

strength to stand strong in the face of our oppressors and to maintain our 

autonomy from other nations, to return to our homeland, to ingather our 

exiles and reestablish statehood and sovereignty.  

8.  To imbue students with the understanding that the establishment of the 

State of Israel is the fruit  of generations of yearning and devotion and the 

outcome of the efforts and accomplishments of the large pioneering 

movement that  operated during the three generations of revival , and to 

instill  them with love for the State of Israel and determination to act on its  

behalf.  

 

The spirit  of Ben-Zion Dinur – Minister of Education, professor at  the 

Hebrew University,  and Zionist historian – inspired the wording of these 

goals. It  is enough to compare them with his programmatic art icle (written 

in conjunction with Prof. Itzchak Baer) in the first issue of the Zion  journal  

in 1935. The core curriculum was compatible with the historiographic 
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approach of the time, the way history was taught in Europe and America,  

and the values of the first years of statehood. 

Planning the curriculum preceded the legislation of the State  

Education Law and began during the War of Independence. A special  

committee was established for this purpose, chaired by Dr. Michael Hendel,  

one of the leading high school history teachers at the time. Disagreements 

that  persist  to our days characterized the committee's  discussions:  issues  

such as the proportion of world and Jewish history, the relationship between 

political, social and cultural history, the exclusion of history teaching from 

contemporary poli tics and how to reflect the needs of the present. The 

finalized curriculum granted slight preference to Jewish over world history.  

While world history was taught primarily as political history,  Jewish 

history, especially of the Exile period, was mainly social and cultural. The 

curriculum ended at  a safe enough distance from the present to keep it  

detached from current polit ical  issues.  

During the past four decades,  professors of education have strongly 

cri ticized the program. They opposed the preachy attitude of the State 

Education Law, attempting to define goals and lead education in certain 

directions.  Professor Zvi Lamm of Jerusalem argued that  a democratic 

regime is incapable of defining educational goals by legislation and teachers 

should be given a broad leeway to decide what and how to teach, based on 

their own worldviews. Former MK, author and educator Yizhar Smilansky 

also agreed with Lamm's opinion.
21
 

 

Beyond the pretentious wording of the objectives (typical  of i ts time), 

it  is hard to find indoctrination in the first core curriculum. Furthermore, 

large gaps separated the curriculum, which was conceived in Jerusalem, 

from the field. Despite the avowed preference for Jewish history,  the 

balance with world history was often equal, perhaps because the students,  

and even their teachers, preferred world history, especially when discussing 

the Middle Ages and the early modern period. In practice,  the Jewish history 

taught in schools was not specifically Zionist .  The textbooks and teachers,  

and occasionally the more curious students, drew primarily from the writings 

of Heinrich Graetz  and Simon Dubnow – two historians who were not  
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Zionist despite their important  role in the beginning stages of the growing 

Jewish national  consciousness. In the 1950's the daily Davar  published 

abridged edit ions of Dubnow and Graetz 's books for use by senior 

elementary and high school students as basic reference books (in addition to  

the existing textbooks, which also relied on these historians).  

In recent years, the original core curriculum has been censured by 

post-Zionist  professors of education and historians. Generally,  this  

retrospective condemnation casts values and concepts from the end of the 

twentieth century onto the 1950s curriculum and those who shaped it .  Eyal  

Naveh disparages Dinur 's Jewish-Israeli ethnocentrism, which had gained a 

normative status, by presenting it  as a national liberation movement that had 

begun in the 19
t h
 century.  He also argued against the emphasis that the core 

curriculum put on the negative aspects of Jewish life in the Diaspora,  

implying that Zionism was a historical must and the only solution for 

modern Jewish existence.
22
 

Naveh and his associates ignored the fact  that most teachers of history 

(and other disciplines) in the 1950s, as well as those who shaped education 

policy and designed the curriculum, were "ethnocentric" Zionists . Naveh 

mentions two: Michael Hendel and Michael Ziv.  I can add my four history 

teachers from high school (Avraham Margaliot from Ohel Shem  in Ramat 

Gan, Gabriel Knoller from the Reali  in Haifa,  Ben-Zvi and Yeger from the 

Ironi A  in Tel Aviv), and many others whom I knew or heard about from 

friends that studied in their classes).  "The recruit ing ethnocentric approach" 

as Naveh dubs it ,  was not invented by Dinur but came from below and 

surfaced on its  own. 

Naveh and his followers ' condemnation of the emphasis on Jewish 

history rather than world history is anachronistic. In the 1950s and sixties,  

all  European and American countries taught their national histories, with  

world history serving as background only,  and there was nothing special  or 

unique in the Israeli history curriculum in this  sense.  

Following the disappearance of the non-Zionist alternatives in the 

Holocaust, and in view of the Zionist movement 's success in achieving its  

goal (even if only partially) three years after the war ended, the Zionist  
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solution was axiomatically regarded as the only answer to the Jewish 

Question.  

Not all  the crit icism of the core curriculum has been anachronistic. 

Already in that period it  met criticism and even rebuttal. The opponents 

were a few professors of education and other academics. These individuals, 

such as professor of education Zvi Adar,  argued that a national approach to 

history incites hatred between nations and even wars, falsifies the history of 

enemy nations (or in contemporary terminology: "others"), and distorts the 

past  by means of mythologizing the important historical figures and 

worshipping them as heroes. Adar censured the history taught in Israeli  high 

schools and argued that it  should not be based on romanticism, but rather on 

cri tical  thinking. Another staunch critic of State education's ideology and of 

the core curriculum was Zvi Lamm, who claimed that such a system was 

incapable of meeting the needs of a heterogeneous population like that of 

Israel.  

In the mid-1960s,  the influence of the academic world was already 

being felt in the Ministry of Education. Research at  that time dealt primarily 

with issues of integration and gaps of achievements, and was based on 

American models and on concepts originating in American universities '  

schools of education. In the summer of 1966 the Ministry established a 

curriculum division that soon became an autonomous department.  The 

curriculums developed by this department largely strived to raise student 

success rates, and the staff was less bothered by national tasks such as the 

melting pot policy or preparation for military service.  

The changes in poli tics, society and education in the second half of 

the sixties and early seventies brought about the creation of a new core 

curriculum for history. The curriculum department made it  public in 1975, 

following the shock of the Yom Kippur War to Israeli society. The blueprint 

was divided into three layers: In elementary school it  focused on introducing 

core concepts; in middle school,  history was taught in chronological  order 

with a focus on  Jewish history from the First Temple until  the modern 

State. In high school (10
t h
-12

t h
 grades) selected chapters of modern history 

were taught. The program emphasized issues that led to the establishment of 

the State. Three topics were mandatory: The Jewish National  movement and 



23 

 

the Establishment of the State of Israel;  main Jewish communities (including 

the Holocaust); and the Jewish-Arab confl ict .  The remaining topics were 

elective.  

Critics of the original 1954 core curriculum praised its successor for  

encouraging the development of analytic and conceptual historical thought.  

They commended the effort to instill  understanding and tolerance of 

traditions and ways of life of other nations simultaneously with fostering 

feelings of identification with the nation and State. The kudos welcomed the 

reduction of the "ethnocentric" sting of the curriculum. Other merits  

included the more central standing of the student in the educational  process 

and the larger autonomy of the teacher in choosing topics and materials.  

Nevertheless, these changes did not please postmodernist cri tics nor satisfy 

their demands. Eyal  Naveh maintains that the weakening of its pathos and 

ideology notwithstanding, "in terms of subject matter, the 1975 curriculum 

preserved the Zionist ethos of the new Israeli Jew, and despite its 

recognition of the power of pluralism, the difficulty in including 'others ' in  

the hegemonic narrat ive remained intact."
23
 

Ruth Firer, who was a pioneer in researching Zionist textbooks, saw 

the years following the Six Day War as years of change. She indicated that 

the core curriculum and the textbooks that were subsequently written 

downplayed the glorificat ion and mystification of Zionist history and 

ideology. However, she also agrees that the traditional structure of the idea 

of the return from exile to self-governance was preserved and it  was still  

possible to identify a hidden orientation towards the consensual Zionist 

narrative.
24
 

The new core curriculum added three subjects to the realm of history 

teaching: The Jewish-Arab conflict,  the Holocaust , and the heritage of 

Arabic Jewry. The growing self-confidence of Israeli society following the 

Six Day War made i t  possible to include the conflict in the program, and i t  

even contained a bit  of the Arab perspective. The Holocaust became a part  

of the curriculum in the late seventies. Its teaching focused primarily on the 

experiential-emotional aspect and only to a lesser degree on the historical . 

Ever since, there has been tension between teaching the Holocaust as a 

tragedy unique to the Jewish People, emphasizing the national lessons to be 
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learned from it,  and stressing the rational and universal side of the lessons.  

This tension has entered the rivalry between the political right and left and 

the lat ter has linked it  with Israel 's attitude to the Palestinians.  

 

Historical and Current Turmoil 

 

Many years before the post-Zionist t rend, Prof. Israel Kolatt,  one of the 

pioneers of academic research of the Zionist movement and the Yishuv, 

foresaw the onslaught by revisionist professors on the research in and 

teaching of Zionist history.  He linked their anticipated appearance to anti-

Zionist Arab propaganda, and analyzed the linkage between future 

revisionist historians and the ideas of the "New Left" that spread in Europe 

and the US. Kolatt also identified a widening gap between the prevalent  

concepts in Western universities and the concepts that made up Israeli  

reality.   Despite the Enlightenment,  progress,  and liberalism, he wrote,  "The 

compound [in Judaism] of rel igion and nationalism, the affinity to the Land 

of Israel and the international  nature of Jewish existence were, and continue 

to remain, a mystery exposed to libel." 

Alongside the ideological clashes between Zionism and its opponents, 

Kolatt drew attention to the difficulty of finding a balance between the 

needs of Zionist historiography and the relativist approaches that  have taken 

over Western historiography: 

 

In terms of our attitude to facts, unbiased appraisal of truth, and rejection of 

the utilitarian myth – we are part of the Western world. However,  in terms 

of the level of development of Yishuv history, and even in terms of its  

nature, it  is difficult  to adapt the new methods of Western scholarship to the 

topics of Yishuv and Zionist history. Western historiography prefers now the 

cri tical and epistemological over the constitut ive role. The needs of Zionist  

historiography are different.
25
 

 

Kolatt made  h i s  commen t s  i n  t h e  wak e  o f  t h e  1 960 s  co n t r ov e r s y  

b e tween  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r i a n s  Edward  Ha l l e t t  Ca r r  an d  Geo f f r e y  E l t on .  
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S inc e  t h en ,  Wes t e r n  h i s t o r i o g r aph y  h a s  b e en  ab s o r bed  i n  s k ep t i c i sm  

and  s e l f - c r i t i c i sm  ove r  t h e  r o l e  p l a yed  b y  h i s t o r i an s  du r i n g  a nd  

b e tween  t h e  Wo r l d  War s ,  t h e  d e co l o n i z a t i o n  and  t h e  d i s en ch an tmen t  

r e ga rd i n g  t h e  d e l u s i on  o f  p ro g r e s s  t h a t  gu i d ed  h i s t o r i c a l  r e s e a r c h  

s i n c e  t h e  19
t h
 c en t u r y .  Man y Amer i c an  a nd  Wes t e r n  Eu r op e an  

h i s t o r i an s  d evo t ed  t h emse l v e s  t o  d eb a t e s  o ve r  t h e  v a l u e  and  pu rpo s e  

o f  h i s t o r y ,  i t s  p l a ce  i n  b e tween  t h e  human i t i e s  and  s oc i a l  s c i en ce s ,  

t h e  r e l a t i on s h i p  b e tween  f a c t s  a nd  i n t e r p r e t a t i on s ,  a nd  t h e  ex i s t e nc e ,  

o r  non - ex i s t en ce  o f  an  ob j e c t i v e  t r u t h  an d  t h e  wa ys  o f  app ro a ch i n g  i t  

o r ,  a l t e r n a t e l y ,  d e c l a r i n g  i t s  ab s enc e  and  g i v i n g  up  t h e  amb i t i o n  t o  

r e a ch  i t .  

Ac ad em i c  r e s e a r c h  o f  Z i o n i s t  an d  Y i shuv  h i s t o r y  wa s  t h en  j u s t  

b eg i nn i n g  and  t h e s e  s u b j e c t s  we r e  no t  ye t  t au gh t  i n  s c hoo l s  a s  

h i s t o r y .  In i t i a l l y ,  t h e  r e s e a r c he r s  h ad  t o  un cov e r  t h e  e l emen t s  and  

d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  n a r r a t i v e  and  t o  r e c on s t r u c t  t h e  b a s i c  

i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  –  t o  ex po s e  e v en t s ,  u ncove r  t r end s  a nd  e s t ab l i s h  t h e  

conne c t i on s  b e tween  t h em  –  a  t a s k  t h a t  i s  s t i l l  f a r  f r om  comp l e t i on  i n  

man y a r e a s .  On l y  on  t h e  b a s i s  o f  s u ch  a  f o und a t i on  i s  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  

a r gu e  s e r i ou s l y  ov e r  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e rp r e t a t i on s  o f  t h e  G re a t  S t o r y  o f  

Z i on i sm .  

Ko l a t t ' s  a r t i c l e  wa s  w r i t t e n  a t  t h e  p eak  o f  I s r a e l i  s o c i a l  

eupho r i a ,  b e tween  t h e  S i x  Day  War  and  t h e  Yom  K i ppu r  Wa r .   In  

t ho s e  ye a r s  t h e  f i r s t  c r a ck s  i n  t h e  coh e s i on  o f  s o c i e t y  app e a r e d ,  

t hough  t h e i r  s i gn i f i c an ce  was  a s  ye t  unc l e a r .  In  t h e  1980 s ,  t h e  ad ven t  

o f  Wes t e rn  po s tmode rn i sm  and  i t s  I s r a e l i  o f f - s h oo t s  ch anged  t h e  

f r amework  o f  t h e  d eb a t e  o n  Z i on i s t ,  Y i sh uv  and  S t a t e  h i s t o r y .  In  t h e  

wake  o f  t h e i r  Wes t e r n  gu ru s ,  I s r a e l i  " po s t i s t s "  q ue s t i on ed  t h e  

v a l i d i t y  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  r e s e a r ch  i n  g ene r a l ,  and  e s pe c i a l l y  t h e  " g r e a t  

s t o r y"  o f  Z i o n i sm  and  i t s  p r i n c i p a l  componen t s .  P l a c i n g  t h e  c a r t  

b e fo r e  t h e  ho r s e ,  t h e y  s p r ead  i n t e rp r e t a t i on s  b e fo r e  t h e  c r e a t i on  o f  a  

f a c t u a l  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e .  One  g ene r a t i o n  l a t e r ,  Ko l a t t ' s  v i s i on  and  t h e  

a c cu r a c y  o f  h i s  p r ed i c t i o n s  r e ga rd i n g  t h e  d ev e l o pmen t  o f  I s r a e l i  

h i s t o r i o g r aph y  u nd e r  t h e  i n f l u en ce s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i en c e s ,  t h e  med i a  

and  po s tmode rn i sm  a r e  ov e rwhe lm ing .  



26 

 

Changes  in  the  His tory  Curr icu lum in  the  Ninet ies  

In  t h e  co n t ex t  o f  t h e  man y c hanges  t h a t  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  und e rwen t  i n  

t h e  p e r i od  f o l l ow i ng  t h e  Yom  K ippu r  War ,  t h e  I s r a e l i  s ch oo l  s ys t em  

mod i f i e d  i t s  image  a s  we l l  a s  i t s  cu r r i c u l ums ,  and  a l s o  upd a t ed  t h e  

Z i on i s t  a nd  I s r a e l i  h i s t o r y  cu r r i c u l um .  Thes e  ch anges  c a nno t  b e  

s o l e l y  a t t r i bu t e d  t o  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  a nd  u np r e c ed en t ed  po l i t i c a l  

i n t e r f e r en ce  o f  ed uc a t i o n  m in i s t e r s  t u rn ed  cu r r i c u l um  supe rv i s o r s ,  

b e g i nn i n g  w i t h  Shu l am i t  A lon i .  Ev en  b e f o r e  1992 ,  t h e  M in i s t r y  –  

t h en  l ed  b y  Zevu l un  Hamme r  –  appo i n t ed  an  adv i s o r y  commi t t e e  t o  

mak e  r e c ommenda t i on s  on  t e a ch i n g  h i s t o r y .  P ro f .  Mo sh e  Z immerman ,  

ch a i r  o f  Heb r ew  Un iv e r s i t y ' s  h i s t o r y  d ep a r tmen t ,  wa s  nom in a t e d  a s  

ch a i rman .   Th i s  c ommi t t e e  was  r e s pon s i b l e  f o r  d ev i s i n g  an  a l t e r n a t e  

m idd l e  s c hoo l  cu r r i c u l um  t o  r ep l a ce  t h e  on e  t h a t  was  b a s ed  o n  t h e  

co r e  c u r r i cu l um  o f  1975 .  

Z immerman  was  t h e  f i r s t  i n  a  l i n e  o f  h i s t o r i an s  t o  b e  i nvo l v ed  

i n  h i s t o r y  ed uc a t i on  po l i c ymak ing  f o r  t h e  M in i s t r y  o f  Edu ca t i on ,  

whe t h e r  a s  p e rmanen t  a dv i s o r s  o r  a s  membe r s  o f  ad  h oc  c ommi t t e e s  

appo i n t ed  t o  d ea l  w i t h  s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s .   As  cou l d  b e  expe c t ed ,  

f o l l ow i ng  t h e  d eb a t e s  on  un i v e r s i t y  c ampus e s  an d  i n  t h e  med i a ,  po s t -

Z i on i s t  h i s t o r i c a l  r e v i s i on i sm  b egan  t o  p en e t r a t e  i n t o  t h e  s choo l  

s ys t em  whe r e  t e a che r s  and  s t ud en t s  we r e  l e s s  equ i pp ed  t o  d ea l  w i t h  

t h e  ph enomenon  t h an  un i v e r s i t y  p ro f e s so r s  and  s t ud en t s .  

Po s t -Z i o n i s t  a c ad em ic  s c ho l a r s  s e ek i n g  t o  d e s t r o y  t h e  I s r a e l i  

" co l l e c t i v e  memo r y"  b l amed  t h e  pub l i c  s choo l  s ys t em  f o r  

i ndo c t r i n a t i n g  s t u den t s .  One  s u ch  a c adem i c ,  U r i  Dav i d son ,  a t  a  

con f e r en c e  o f  t h e  I s r a e l  So c i o l o g i c a l  So c i e t y ,  c en su r ed  t h e  Z i on i s t  

monopo l y  o n  e du c a t i o n ,  t h e  ex c l u s i v i t y  o f  t h e  Heb rew  l an gu age  a nd  

t h e  s t r e s s  o n  t h e  p r e - ex i l i c  p e r i od  i n  t ex t book s .  He  c l a imed  t h a t  t h i s  

f i x a t i o n  was  r e sp on s i b l e  f o r  t h e  s t a gna t i on  o f  t h e  edu c a t i o n  s ys t em  

and  was  l e a d i n g  i t  t o  a  d e ad  end .  In  h i s  op i n i o n ,  t h e  edu ca t i on  s ys t em  

wa s  c ap ab l e  o f  impa r t i n g  i n fo rma t i on  bu t  was  un ab l e  t o  mo ld  a  

p e r so na l i t y  t h a t  b e f i t s  a  po s tmode rn  g l ob a l  wo r l d .  
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Du r i n g  t h e  ye a r s  1994 - 1996 ,  t h e  po s t -Z i on i s t  co n t r o ve r s y  

r e a ch ed  a  c l imax .  Th e  n ewsp ap e r  Haar e t z  s p awned  a  p ub l i c -med i a  

d eb a t e  nou r i s h ed  b y  t h e  w id e s p r e ad  i l l u s i on  o f  p e a c e  f o l l ow i ng  t h e  

Os l o  Acco r d s .  Fo l l ow ing  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  po s tmode rn i s t  a tmosph e r e  

on  Wes t e rn  c ampu se s  an d  i n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c i r c l e s ,  I s r a e l i  "p o s t i s t s "  

a c t e d  no t  on l y  a s  i f  t h e y  h ad  r e - i nv en t ed  t h e  p a s t ,  b u t  a s  i f  t h e y  cou l d  

p ro ph e s i z e  t h e  f u t u r e  a s  we l l .  In  t h i s  v e i n ,  f o r  ex amp l e ,  t h e y  

h a s t en ed  t o  p r oc l a im  t h e  d i s s o l u t i on  o f  t h e  un i f i ed  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  an d  

t h e  down f a l l  o f  I s r a e l i  i d en t i t y  a l o ng  w i t h  t h e  I s r a e l i  co l l e c t i v e  

memo r y  a nd  c u l t u r e .  P ro f .  Ba ru ch  K immer l i n g ,  J e ru s a l em  p ro f e s s o r  

o f  s o c i o l o gy  a nd  a  "p ro ph e t "  o f  t h e  d em i s e  o f  I s r a e l i  cu l t u r e ,  

i d e n t i f i e d  s ev en  c u l t u r e s  an d  an t i - c u l t u r e s ,  i n c l ud i n g  t h a t  o f  I s r a e l i  

A r ab s ,  e a ch  i n t e rn a l l y  d i v i d ed ,  wh i c h  d i sman t l e  J ew i s h  n a t i on a l i sm  

and  I s r a e l i  " c o l l e c t i v e  memo r y"  i n t o  o ppo s i n g  a nd  mu tu a l l y  ex c l u s i v e  

v e r s i o n s .
26
 

Z immerman ,  a no t h e r  " p rophe t "  o f  t h e  s ame  s choo l  o f  t hough t ,  

p rom i s ed  t h a t  t h e  n ex t  s t ep  wou l d  b e  a  t ho rough  ex am ina t i on  o f  t h e  

wo rd  “ a s s im i l a t i o n” ,  an d  t h a t  t h i s  s c ru t i n y  m i gh t  t u rn  Z i o n i s t  

h i s t o r i o g r aph y  up s i d e  down .  Z immerman  d i d  n o t  a dd  an y  n ew  

i n fo rma t i on  on  a s s im i l a t i on ,  bu t  h e  d r ew  i n s p i r a t i on  f r om  "p a r a l l e l  

d eb a t e s  o n  m ino r i t i e s ,  b i a s e s ,  r a c i sm ,  a nd  c u l t u r a l  e n coun t e r s  

p a s s i on a t e l y  co nduc t ed  b y  h i s t o r i a n s  a nd  po l i t i c a l  s c i en t i s t s  i n  

Eu r op e  and  Amer i c a . "
27
  L i k e  his Tel Aviv colleague Shlomo Zand, 

Zimmerman also called for burying J ew i sh  and  I s r a e l i  h i s t o r y  i n  wo r l d  

h i s t o r y ,  t h e r e b y  b l u r r i n g  t h e i r  u n i q ue  ch a r a c t e r .   

Zimmerman a s c r i b ed  t h e  ch anges  i n  I s r a e l i  h i s t o r i o g r aphy  t o  t h e  

t r a n s fo rm ing  v a l u e s  o f  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  and  a f f i rmed :  "Na t u r a l l y ,  wh en  

Z i on i sm  changed  and  Z i o n i s t  s o c i e t y  c h anged ,  s o  d i d  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  

a sk ed  b y  h i s t o r i an s  an d  t h e  an swe r s  ex pe c t ed  b y  con s ume r s . "
28
 He  

wa s  c e r t a i n l y  co r r e c t ,  ex c ep t  t h a t  t h e  t r a n s f o rma t i on  a f f e c t ed  a l l  

h i s t o r i an s ,  a nd  h e  cho s e  t o  i gno r e  t h e  ma j o r i t y  o f  t h em  and  t o  f o cu s  

h i s  a t t en t i o n  o n  a  r a d i c a l  g roup  o f  p o s t -Z i o n i s t s  a nd  t h e  i d eo l o g i c a l  

and  cu l t u r a l  e nv i r o nmen t  t h a t  s uppo r t ed  t h em  and  f o l l owed  t h e i r  l e ad .  

The  r e s t  o f  h i s  c l a ims  we r e  a  man i f e s t o  i n  s u ppo r t  o f  a s s im i l a t i on .  He  
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a t t emp t ed  t o  d e s c r i b e  Z i on i sm  a s  a  f a l t e r i n g  movemen t  t h a t  f a i l ed  t o  

a c h i ev e  i t s  a ims  and  wa s  t ak en  ove r  b y  ev i l  e t h noc en t r i c  an d  

r e l i g i o u s  f o r c e s .   The s e  c on t en t i on s  may o r  may no t  b e  a c cu r a t e ,  b u t  

t h e y  l a c k  a  b a s i s  i n  Z immerman ' s  o r  a n yone  e l s e ’ s  h i s t o r i c a l  

r e s e a r c h .  

To  p a i n t  h i s  man i f e s t o  con c e r n i n g  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  Z i o n i sm  i n  

a c adem i c  co l o r s ,  Z immerman  r e v i ewed  t h e  h i s t o r i a n s '  ( i n  h i s  wo rd s ,  

"Th e  Gu i l d " )  d eb a t e s  i n  Ge rman y i n  t h e  1 980 s ,  compa r i n g  t h em  w i t h  

t h e  d ev e l opmen t  o f  J ew i sh  a nd  I s r a e l i  h i s t o r i o g r aph y .  H i s  a na l ys i s  o f  

t h e  Ge rman s  was  mo r e  s o l i d ,  bu t  t h e  compa r i s on  b e tween  t h e  Ge rman  

h i s t o r i an s '  co n f l i c t s  ove r  t h e  S e cond  Wor l d  Wa r  a nd  t h e  p o s t -

Z i on i s t s '  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i o g r aph y  o f  t h e  Wa r  o f  Ind ep endenc e  

wa s  a r t i f i c i a l  and  f a r f e t c hed .  Z imme rman  wen t  s o  f a r  a s  t o  c ompa re  

t h e  Ho l y  Roman  Emp i r e  o f  t h e  M idd l e  Ages  a nd  t h e  Ge rman  Re i ch  i n  

mode r n  t imes  t o  " sma l l "  a nd  " l a r g e "  I s r a e l  p r e c ed i ng  and  f o l l ow ing  

1967 .  Th i s  c ompa r i s on  a l s o  coun t ed  on  a  s ho r t - s i gh t e d  and  b a s e l e s s  

i n t e rp r e t a t i on  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d ev e l o pmen t s  i n  I s r a e l  b e tween  1992  and  

1996 ,  a n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  d emon s t r a t e s  t h e  g r e a t  s i gn i f i c an c e  o f  

h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s pe c t i v e  t o  h i s t o r i an s  and  how  l im i t ed  and  d e f ec t i v e  

t h e i r  co n t r i bu t i on s  wou ld  b e  i n  i t s  ab s en c e .
29
 

Fo l l ow ing  t h e  c r i t i c i sm  b y  Z imme rman ,  Zand  and  o t h e r s ,  t h e  

M in i s t r y  o f  Edu c a t i on  s t r ov e  t o  b l end  J ew i s h  a nd  wo r l d  h i s t o r y  i n t o  

one  c u r r i cu l um  and  un i f i ed  t ex t b ook s .   Howeve r ,  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  a nd  

add ed  v a l u e  o f  t h i s  me r ge r  h av e  b een  qu e s t i on ab l e .  Su ch  a  f u s i o n  i s  

l i k e l y  t o  b e  b ene f i c i a l  t o  t h e  un i v e r s i t i e s ,  whose  p u r po s e  i s  t o  g i v e  

s t ud en t s  a  d i s c i p l i n a r y  t r a i n i n g  i n  t h e  f i e l d s  t h e y  choo s e  t o  s t ud y .  

Due  t o  c i r c ums t an ce s  no t  r e l ev an t  t o  t h i s  p ap e r ,  i t  w as  impos s i b l e  t o  

me r ge  t h e  h i s t o r y  d ep a r tmen t s  i n  I s r a e l i  un i v e r s i t i e s .   Sub s equ en t l y ,  

h i s t o r i an s  s u gge s t e d  i n t e g r a t i n g  t h em  i n  s choo l s .  Un f o r t una t e l y ,  t h e y  

f a i l e d  t o  t ak e  i n t o  co n s i d e r a t i on  t h e  p r ima r y  d i f f e r en c e  b e tween  

t e ach i n g  h i s t o r y  i n  s choo l  and  i n  t h e  a c ad eme .  Even t u a l l y  n ew  

r e s e a r c h  f i nd i n g s  w i l l  f i nd  t h e i r  way  t o  t ex t book s ,  b u t  on l y  a f t e r  

man y ye a r s  o f  r e - ex am in a t i on ,  co n so l i d a t i on  a nd  a c c ep t an c e .  

A t t emp t s  t o  s ho r t c u t  t h e  p ro c e s s  i n  t h e  n ame  o f  " p l u r a l i sm"  a nd  t o  
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i n t r odu c e  po s tmode r n  r e l a t i v i sm  and  a c ad em i a - s t y l e  i nnov a t i on - a t -

an y- p r i c e  t o  t h e  s c hoo l  s ys t em  l e ad  t o  uncon t ro l l ed  n i h i l i sm ,  no t  o n l y  

i n  t h e  s ub j e c t  o f  h i s t o r y .  

Un l i k e  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  s c hoo l s  s hou l d  edu ca t e  t h e i r  pup i l s ,  and  

d i s c i p l i n a r y  t r a i n i n g  i s  on l y  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  m i s s i o n .  Th e  dub i ou s  

con t empo ra r y  I s r a e l i  p r a c t i c e  –  c onc e a l i n g  n a t i on a l  h i s t o r y  b y  

me r g i n g  i t  w i t h  wo r l d  h i s t o r y  –  r e v e r s e s  t h e  p rop e r  o rd e r  i n  wh i ch  

t h i n g s  s hou l d  b e  d one .  A l l  ov e r  t h e  wo r l d ,  s c hoo l s  g i v e  ex t r a  we i gh t  

t o  n a t i o n a l  h i s t o r i e s .  Wo r l d  h i s t o r y  i s  t a u gh t  o n l y  a s  e s s en t i a l  

b a ckg round  t o  Amer i c an ,  B r i t i s h ,  F r en ch ,  I t a l i an  o r  P o l i s h  h i s t o r y .  

Even  i n  t h e  un i v e r s i t i e s ,  t h e  move  f r om  na t i on a l  h i s t o r y  t o  t h e  s t u d y  

o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  o t h e r  n a t i o n s ,  co n t i n en t s  a nd  cu l t u r e s  i s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  

n ew  phenomenon ,  ch a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  d ec ade s  a nd  i t  s t i l l  

f a c e s  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  oppo s i t i o n .  Th i s  c r a z e  wa s  mo r e  s u c ce s s f u l  i n  

t h e  Un i t ed  S t a t e s  t h an  i n  B r i t a i n  and  h a s  ye t  t o  mak e  a n  appe a r an ce  

i n  F r e nch  and  Ge rman  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  I f  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e  i s  t h e  

un i v e r s i t i e s ,  t h en  a l l  t h e  mo r e  s o  i n  s choo l s .
30
 

 

History  or  I t s  Representat ion?  

The  "d emoc r a t i z a t i on "  o f  h i s t o r y ,  t h e  expand i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  i nd i v i du a l  

and  co l l e c t i v e  memor i e s ,  an d  t h e  empowe rmen t  o f  t h e  med i a  a l o ng  

w i t h  t e chno l o g i c a l  i n nov a t i on s  i n  d i s t r i b u t i n g  i n f o rma t i on  

und e rm in ed  t h e  c o nne c t i on  b e tween  t h e  p a s t  and  i t s  r e p r e s en t a t i o n s .  

Wh i l e  h i s t o r y  c r e a t e s  d i s t a nc e  b e tween  t h e  p r e s en t  a nd  t h e  p a s t  and  

a t t emp t s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  c omp l ex i t y  a nd  i n t r i c a c y ,  memo r y  i s  

bu i l t  o n  r e p r e s en t a t i on s  t h a t  b r i d ge  t h e  g ap  a nd  b r i n g  t h e  p a s t  c l o s e r  

t o  t h e  p r e s en t .  I t  o b l i t e r a t e s  t h e  d i s t a nc e  b e tween  t h e  two ,  c r e a t e s  an  

emo t i on a l  a f f i n i t y  t o  t h e  p a s t  a nd  o ve r l ook s  t h e  h i e r a r c h y  o f  t ime .  

Thu s ,  f o r  ex amp l e ,  t h e  F r en ch  h i s t o r i an  Hen r y  Rous s o  wen t  s o  f a r  a s  

t o  d e s c r i b e  C l aud e  Lan t zman ' s  f i lm  Shoah  a s  " an  ou t s t an d i n g  f i lm ,  

comp l e t e d  i n  1985 ,  t h a t  i s  ju s t  a s  sp e c i a l  a s  th e  ev en t  i t  d ep i c t s  [my  

empha s i s  –  Y .G . ]  a nd  i t s  i n f l u en ce  w i l l  b e  l ong - l a s t i n g . "  W i t h  a l l  due  

r e sp ec t  t o  C l aude  Lan t zman ,  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l ,  o f  cou r s e ,  an  en o rmous  
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d i f f e r en c e  b e tween  a  f i lm ,  a s  good  a s  i t  i s ,  and  t h e  Ho lo cau s t .  Th e  

"d emoc r a t i z a t i on "  o f  h i s t o r y  s ubve r t e d  t h e  h i e r a r c h y  b e tween  t h e  

v a r i ou s  r e p r e s en t a t i on s ,  un t i l  i t  c omp l e t e l y  d i s a pp ea r e d .  F rom  t h e  

po i n t  o f  v i ew  o f  t h e  g ene r a l  pub l i c ,  a  f e a t u r e  f i lm ,  a  documen t a r y  

p ro g r am  on  t e l e v i s i on ,  an  a r t i c l e  i n  a  n ewsp ap e r  s upp l emen t ,  a  

h i s t o r i c a l  nove l ,  a  t ex t book  and  a  r e s e a r ch  monog raph  a l l  h av e  equa l  

edu c a t i o na l  v a l u e  i n  r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  p a s t .   Th e  c ompe t i t i on  b e tween  

t h e s e  modes  o f  r e p r e s en t a t i o n  i s  e s pe c i a l l y  s t r ong  i n  co n t empo r a r y  

h i s t o r y ,  and  u su a l l y  t e l e v i s i on  and  j o u rn a l i sm  w in  ou t .
31
 

The  l a ck  o f  h i e r a r ch y  i n  t e rms  o f  s o u r ce s  an d  r ep r e s en t a t i o n s ,  

t h e  b l u r r i n g  o f  d i s c i p l i n a r y  bound a r i e s ,  t h e  a f f i rma t i v e  a c t i on  i n  

f a vo r  o f  " o t h e r s "  and  t h o s e  who  we r e  ex c l ud ed  f r om  e s t ab l i s h ed  

h i s t o r y ,  t h e  m ix i n g  o f  memo r y  ( i nd i v i du a l  an d  c o l l e c t i v e )  w i t h  

h i s t o r y  – have  a l l  c on f u s ed  t e a ch e r s  a nd  t h e i r  s t ud en t s  a l i k e ,  an d  h av e  

b ro ugh t  r e s e a r ch  a nd  t e a ch i n g  t o  a  l ev e l  i n  wh i c h  i t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  t o  

d i s c e rn  b e tween  h i s t o r y  a n d  f o l k l o r e  o r  f i lm .  Th i s  i s  t r u e  bo t h  i n  

I s r a e l  an d  i n  t h e  Wes t .  Thu s ,  f o r  ex amp l e ,  a n  Ame r i c an  r e s e a r ch e r  o f  

s choo l  h i s t o r y  cu r r i cu l a ,  P e t e r  S e i x a s ,  b a s ed  h i s  c onc l u s i on s  o n  

r e spon s e s  o f  s t ud en t s  t o  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  Ame r i c an  F ro n t i e r  a s  

r e p r e s en t e d  b y  two  f i lms :  The  S ea r ch e r s  ( a  1956  we s t e r n )  and  Dances  

w i t h  Wo l ve s  ( a  1990  wes t e rn ) .  Bo t h  f i lms  a r e  f i c t i o na l ,  o f  cou r s e ,  a nd  

do  no t  a c cu r a t e l y  po r t r a y  t h e  W i l d  Wes t  o f  1860 ,  t hough  t h e y  d o  

p r e s en t  t h e  d i f f e r e nc e  b e tween  Ame r i c a  o f  t h e  1 950 s  a nd  t h a t  o f  t h e  

1980 s  (wh i c h  i s  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  i s s u e  i n  i t s e l f ,  t ho ugh  

unconn e c t ed  t o  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  f r on t i e r ) .
32
 

 

Post -Zionism's  Place  in  I srae l  

The  p o s t -Z i on i sm  t h a t  s u r f a c ed  d u r i n g  t h e  e i gh t i e s  and  e r up t ed  

t owa r d  t h e  d e c ad e ' s  en d ,  i n t e n s i f i e d  du r i n g  t h e  "n ew  Midd l e  E a s t "  

p e r i od  –  t h e  a ge  o f  eu pho r i a  and  d e l u s i o n  f o l l ow i ng  t h e  Os l o  

Acco rd s .  In  t ho s e  ye a r s ,  po s t -Z i o n i s t s  s pok e  o f  a n  i d en t i t y  c r i s i s  i n  

I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  a s  i t  s t o od  –  s o  t h e y  t hough t  –  a t  t h e  t h r e s ho l d  o f  

p e a ce .  Th e y  expe c t ed  t h e  s e cu r i t y  an d  s u r v i v a l  i s s u e s  t h a t  h ad  s t ood  
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a t  t h e  t o p  o f  I s r a e l ' s  n a t i o na l  a gend a  s i n c e  i t s  e s t a b l i s hmen t  t o  move  

a s i d e  t o  mak e  r o om  fo r  s o c i a l  and  c u l t u r a l  i s s u e s .  S ee i n g  t h ems e l v e s  

a s  b a t t l i n g  ov e r  t h e  bound a r i e s  and  s hap i n g  t h e  I s r a e l i  cu l t u r a l  a r en a ,  

t h e y  unde rm in ed  t h e  ex c l u s i v en e s s  o f  t h e  "Z i on i s t  d i s cou r s e "  an d  

s t r u gg l ed  a ga i n s t  Z i on i sm ' s  co n t r o l  o f  I s r a e l ' s  c u l t u r a l  l i f e .  Some  

po s t -Z i on i s t s  f o l l owed  i n  t h e  f oo t s t ep s  o f  Wes t e rn  p o s tmode rn i s t s  

and  d e c l a r ed  t h e  end  o f  Z i on i s t  h e gemony and  t h e  b eg i nn i n g  o f  a  

n ew ,  po s t -Z i o n i s t  e r a .  O th e r s  c l a imed  t h e  oppo s i t e  a n d  cond emned  

t h e i r  c o l l e a gu e s  who  e i t h e r  i gno r ed  o r  con c ea l e d  t h e  p owe r fu l  impac t  

o f  "Z i on i s t  d i s c ou r s e "  on  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  a nd  p r a c t i c e s  o f  I s r a e l i  

s o c i e t y  a nd  c u l t u r e .  Th e  a s s e r t i on  t h a t  t h e  Z i on i s t  e r a  h ad  come  t o  an  

end ,  t h e y  b e l i e ved ,  was  a  f a l l a c y  t h a t  en cou r aged  d e t a chmen t  f r om  

t h e  u r gen t  c i v i c  a n d  po l i t i c a l  i s s u e s  i t  h ad  c r e a t ed .
33
 

Man y p o s t -Z i on i s t s  a s sumed  t h e  a s s e s smen t  o f  Ha i f a  s o c i o l o g i s t  

S am i  S amoch a ,  who  b e l i ev ed  t h a t  t h e  J ew i s h -A rab  con f l i c t  was  

app ro a ch i n g  i t s  e nd  a f t e r  g r a du a l l y  f ad i n g  f o r  a  p e r i od  o f  twen t y  

ye a r s .  Th e  con c l u s i on  o f  t h e  co n f l i c t ,  S amoch a  ma i n t a i n ed ,  was  an  

i r r ev e r s i b l e  p ro ce s s  t h a t  p r o g r e s s ed  i n  s t a ge s ,  b a ck ed  b y  i n t e rn a t i o na l  

s uppo r t  a nd  f i rm l y  a n cho r ed  i n  b o t h  I s r a e l i  an d  P a l e s t i n i an  pub l i c  

op i n i on .  He  wro t e  t h i s  e s s a y  s ho r t l y  b e fo r e  t h e  ou t b r e ak  o f  t h e  

t e r r o r i s t  wa r  i n  2000 ,  p ro v i n g  t h e r eby  j u s t  h ow  wrong  p r e d i c t i on s  c an  

b e .
3435

 

On e  r e a lm  i n  wh i ch  po s t -Z i on i s t s  we r e  s u c c e s s fu l  i n  

und e rm in i n g  t h e  Z i on i s t  d i s c ou r s e ,  a nd  c e r t a i n l y  i t s  ex c l u s i v i t y ,  was  

i n  t h e  I s r a e l i  s c h oo l  s ys t em .  Su cc e s s i v e  e du ca t i on  m in i s t e r s  f r om  

Me re t z  and  "P e ac e  Now"  –  Sh l om i t  A l on i ,  Yos s i  S a r i d  a n d  Yu l i  T am i r  

–  d i r e c t l y  o r  i nd i r e c t l y  h e l p ed  s n e ak  po s t -Z i on i sm  i n t o  t h e  ed uc a t i on  

s ys t em ,  o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  d i d  no t  p r ev en t  i t .  In  s ome  p r i v a t e  s c hoo l s ,  

Z i on i s t  I s r a e l i  h i s t o r y  i s  p r e s en t ed  a s  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  i n j u s t i c e  and  

m i s e r y  c au s ed  b y  Z i on i sm  ( a s  s e en  b y  Yos s i  S a r i d ' s  p ropo s a l  t o  add  

t h e  Ka f r  Qas s im  a f f a i r  t o  t h e  cu r r i c u l um ,  an d  mo re  r e cen t l y  b y  Yu l i  

Tam i r ' s  i d e a  t o  t e a ch  t h e  Nakba  i n  J ew i s h  s choo l s ) .  Po s t -Z i on i s t s  

h av e  i n vok ed  emo t i on a l  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  o f  Z i on i sm ' s  

v i c t ims  t o  en cou r age  empa t h y  t owa r d  t h e  d e f e a t ed  and  c r i t i c i sm  
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t owa r d  t h e  v i c t o r s .  F rom  t h e i r  po i n t  o f  v i ew ,  t h e  v e r y  f a c t  o f  t h e  

Z i on i s t  movemen t ’ s  s u c ce s s  was  en ough  t o  j u s t i f y  d ep i c t i n g  i t  a s  

immor a l .  

Po s t -Z i o n i s t s  a s c r i b e  t h e  d ev e l opmen t  o f  t h e  I s r a e l i  co l l e c t i v e  

memo r y  t o  d e l i b e r a t e  man ip u l a t i on s  b y  t h e  Z i on i s t  " e s t ab l i s hmen t "  o r  

" e l i t e s " ,  a imed  a t  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e i r  d om inan t  po s i t i on  and  en s u r i n g  i t s  

con t i nu a t i on .  The i r  s t e r eo t yp i n g  o f  "Z i on i s t s "  r e s t s  on  a  f a l s e  image  

o f  a  s o l i d a r y  a nd  coh e s i v e  p r e - s t a t e hood  Y i s huv  –  i n  con t r a s t  t o  t h e  

p l u r a l i s t i c  a nd  mu l t i c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t y  i n  I s r a e l  a t  t h e  e nd  o f  t h e  

twen t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  Howeve r ,  Y i shuv  s oc i e t y  was  h e t e r o gen eou s ,  

p l u r a l i s t i c  an d  po l a r i z ed .  S t r u gg l e s  ove r  n a r r a t i v e s ,  i d e n t i t i e s  a nd  

memo r i e s  p rov ed  t h a t  n o  on e  p e r sp ec t i v e  wa s  s e en  a s  " h egemon i c "  i n  

t h e  e ye s  o f  i t s  o pponen t s .  

Th i s  ph enomenon  c an  a l s o  b e  r e ga rd ed  i n  t h e  co n t ex t  o f  

p r i v a t i z a t i o n  t h a t  i s  a f f e c t i n g  man y p a r t s  o f  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y .  Th e  ma i n  

goa l  o f  po s t -Z i o n i s t s  i s  t o  i n f l u en ce  t h e  memo r y  a nd  h i s t o r i c a l  

con s c i ou s ne s s  o f  s o c i e t y .  By  mean s  o f  t h e  ed uc a t i on  s ys t em  and  t h e  

med i a ,  p o s t -Z i on i s t s  a t t emp t  t o  p r i v a t i z e  t h e  I s r a e l i  " co l l e c t i v e  

memo r y" .  Po s t -Z i o n i s t  h i s t o r i o g r aphy  i s  s e l d om  b a s ed  on  r e s e a r c h .  

Emp i r i c a l  s c ru t i n y  o f  do cumen t s  i s  t h e  l a s t  o f  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s .  The y  

a sp i r e  t o  i n f l u enc e  s o c i e t y .  Hen c e ,  t h e  d eb a t e  i s  h e l d  p r ima r i l y  i n  t h e  

med i a .  In  t h i s  a r e na ,  t h e  p r opagand a - fu e l ed  app e a r anc e  o f  

po s tmode r n i s t  h i s t o r i an s  c onv e yi n g  s ha rp  a nd  b o l d  p r e - p r ep a r ed  

mes s age s  h a s  an  a dvan t a ge  ov e r  t ho s e  who  b e come  c umbe r some  i n  

t h e i r  a r c h i v a l  s e a r ch  f o r  comp l ex  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h s .  

Man y s e e  t h e  eme r gen ce  o f  po s t -Z i o n i sm  i n  t h e  con t ex t  o f  t h e  

p ro c e s s  o f  wes t e r n i z a t i on  t h a t  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  unde r goe s :  t h e  wan i n g  

o f  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  e t ho s ,  t h e  down fa l l  o f  i d e o l o gy  and  i n c r ea s i n g  

r e s e rv a t i on s  abou t  n a t i o na l i sm  and  a  mob i l i z e d  s o c i e t y  i n  f a vo r  o f  a  

l i b e r a l  a nd  p l u r a l i s t i c ,  an d  on e  may add  h edon i s t  an d  d ec aden t  " c i v i l  

s o c i e t y" .  The  l i nk  b e tween  p o s t -Z i o n i sm  and  p l u r a l i sm ,  howeve r ,  i s  

l oo s e  a nd  imag i ned .  Po s t -Z i on i s t s  n e i t h e r  o f f e r  an  add i t i on a l  

n a r r a t i v e  t o  t h e  e x i s t i n g  v a r i e t y  no r  d emand  i n  t h e  n ame  o f  l i b e r a l  

p l u r a l i sm  t h a t  i t  r e c e i v e  a  l e g i t ima t e  s t a t u s  a l o ngs i d e  i t s  
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p r ed ec e s so r s .  Th e y  a t t emp t  t o  r e fu t e  t h e  Z i on i s t  n a r r a t i v e ,  s u bv e r t  i t s  

"h egemony"  a nd  r ep l a ce  i t  w i t h  a  c ompe t i n g  h egemon i c  n a r r a t i v e  –  

t h e i r  own  o ne .  

A l t hough  p o s t -Z i o n i s t s  c on ce i v e  o f  t h ems e l ve s  a s  b e i n g  o f  t h e  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  e l i t e ,  t h e i r  c ommon  d enomin a t o r  i s  no t  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  bu t  

i d e o l o g i c a l .  Wha t  s t an d s  b e tween  Z i on i s t s  and  p o s t -Z i on i s t s  i s  n o t  a  

h i s t o r i c a l  d eb a t e  o ve r  I s r a e l ' s  p a s t  o r  ev en  o ve r  i t s  i n t e r p r e t a t i on ,  bu t  

an  i d eo l o g i c a l - po l i t i c a l  d eb a t e  o ve r  wha t  t h e  I s r a e l  o f  t h e  21
s t
 

c e n t u r y  s h ou l d  b e .   L i k e  t h e  po s tmode rn i s t s  who  t r an s f o rmed  

h i s t o r i c a l  r e s e a r ch  i n t o  a  c ru s ad e  t o  r e ve a l  t h e  p a s t  e v i l s  o f  t h e  Wes t  

i n  a n  a t t emp t  t o  u p s e t  t h e  ex i s t i n g  s o c i a l  an d  po l i t i c a l  o rd e r ,  po s t -

Z i on i s t s  t r an s fo rm  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  Z i o n i s t  e n t e rp r i s e  i n t o  a  l i s t  o f  

s i n s ,  f r aud s  and  i n j u s t i c e s ,  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  p r e s en t - d ay  i d eo l o g i c a l -

po l i t i c a l  s t r u gg l e  a ga i n s t  I s r a e l .  Us ua l l y ,  t h e y  r e f r a i n  f r om  ma t t e r - o f -

f a c t  a r gumen t s  w i t h  t h e i r  c r i t i c s  a n d  do  no t  r e sp ond  t o  c r i t i c i sm s .  

In s t e ad ,  j u s t  l i k e  t h e i r  po s tmode r n  com r ad e s ,  t h e y  comp l a i n  o f  

p e r s ecu t i o n s  an d  w i t ch - hun t s ,  d i sm i s s  t h e  c r i t i c i sm  a s  a b su rd ,  and  

l au nch  ad  homi nem  a t t a ck s  on  t h e i r  r i v a l s ,  smea r i n g  t h e i r  

p e r s o na l i t i e s ,  mo t i v e s  a nd  s k i l l s .
36
 

To  con t r ad i c t  c onven t i on a l  Z i o n i s t  h i s t o r y ,  po s t -Z io n i s t s  h av e  

d ev i s e d  a  " c oun t e r  h i s t o r y"  –  an  an c i en t  p o l em i c  t a c t i c  t h a t  b y  mean s  

o f  a  d i s t o r t e d  p r e s en t a t i o n  o f  i t s  opponen t ' s  t ex t s ,  a t t emp t s  t o  wa r p  

i t s  image ,  unde rm ine  i t s  i d en t i t y ,  a nd  d i sman t l e  i t s  co l l e c t i v e  

memo r y .  P app é  d e s c r i b ed  t h e  po s t -Z i on i s t  co un t e r - h i s t o r y  a s  a  n ew  

he t e rodox y  t h a t  g r ew  up  i n  I s r a e l i  a c ad em ia .  In  h i s  v i ew ,  t h e  n ew  

he t e rodox  h i s t o r i a n  i s  a  co un t e r  h i s t o r i an  who  b e l i ev e s  i n  b r e ak i n g  

t h e  a g r e ed  d i s c i p l i n a r y  r u l e s :  h e  adm i t s  h i s  b i a s e s  i n  app ro a ch i n g  

r e s e a r c h  t op i c s ,  h e  mak es  a s sump t i on s  and  t ak e  po s i t i o n s  i n  ad van ce  

o f  t h e  r e s e a r ch ;  h e  p a s s e s  mo r a l  j u dgmen t  on  t h e  p a s t  and  d e c i d e s  

who  i s  t h e  s cound r e l  and  who  i s  r e sp on s i b l e  f o r  t h i s  o r  t h a t  m i sd e ed ;  

h e  r e j e c t s  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  h i s t o r y  d oe s  n o t  r ep e a t  i t s e l f  an d  engage s  

i n  c ompa r a t i v e  s t ud i e s  t h a t  p r e t end  t o  d e t e rm i ne  t h e  no rm  and  t h e  

ex c ep t i o n s  f r om  i t ;  ou t  o f  d i s r e s p ec t  t o  h i s  s t u d y ' s  s ub j e c t s  h e  

r e p l a c e s  t h e i r  t e rm ino l o gy  w i t h  o f  h i s  own ,  ap pa r e n t l y  " n eu t r a l "  
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voc abu l a r y .  
37

App l y i n g  h i s  n ew  ru l e s  t o  t h e  c l a s s room  and  t o  h i s  

book s ,  P app é  wa s  a  p r i n c i p l e  co n t r i b u t o r  t o  t h e  d e s t r u c t i on  o f  I s r a e l i  

h i s t o r i o g r aph y .  

De sp i t e  s ome  d i f f e r e nc e s ,  po s t -Z i on i sm  wa s  i n s p i r e d  b y  

Fouc au l t  a nd  t h e  po s t - co l on i a l i s t  movemen t  t h a t  emphas i z e s  

mu l t i cu l t u r a l i sm .  Acco rd i n g  t o  t h e  po s t -Z i on i s t s ,  que s t i o n s  o f  

knowl edge  and  powe r  a r e  t h e  c rux  o f  t h e  con t r ov e r s y .  The y  ma in t a i n  

t h a t  I s r a e l i s  t u rn  a  b l i nd  e ye  t o  t h e  c en t r a l  r o l e  o f  powe r  i n  s h ap i n g  

s oc i a l  an d  cu l t u r a l  s ys t ems ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  downp l a y  i t s  impo r t an c e  and  

con c e a l  t h e  wa ys  i n  wh i c h  p owe r  i s  o r g an i z ed  a nd  ex e r t ed  i n  Z i on i s t  

p r a c t i c e s .   T he y  ob j e c t  t o  t h e  ex c l u s i o n  o f  P a l e s t i n i an s ,  M i z r a h i  

J ews ,  D i a spo r a  J ews ,  women  and  Ha red im  f r om  t h e  I s r a e l i  d i s c ou r s e  

–  an  odd  comp l a i n t  c on s i d e r i n g  t h e  s cope  o f  w r i t i n g  on  a l l  t h e s e  

g ro up s  s i n c e  t h e  1 980 s ,  an d  t h e  r emova l  o f  o t h e r ,  no  l e s s  impo r t a n t ,   

i s s u e s  f r om  t h e  a genda .  

The i r  p r e t en s i on s  no tw i t h s t a nd i n g ,  t h e  po s t -Z i o n i s t s  a r e  f a r  

f r om  sh ap i n g  a  n ew  o rd e r .  E ya l  Naveh  ho l d s  t h a t  po s t -Z i o n i sm  

dev e l op ed  b e yond  a  n ew  h i s t o r i o g r aph i c  s choo l  o r  s oc i o l o g i c a l  

p a r a d i gm  t h a t  c r i t i c i z e s  t h e i r  p r ed e ce s so r s .  Ye t  h e  adm i t s  i t s  f a i l u r e  

t o  a ch i ev e  p o l i t i c a l  o r  s o c i a l  i n f l u en ce .  Nav eh  r e ga r d s  po s t -Z i on i sm  

a s  a  n ew  t r en d  t h a t  i s  t r y i n g  t o  r e s hap e  I s r a e l i  c o l l e c t i v e  memor y .  

Th i s  t r e nd  h a s  b e en  a s s i s t ed  b y  a  v a r i e t y  o f  cu l t u r a l  a gen t s  a nd  

en j o ys  s e ve r a l  mob i l i z ed  f o r ums  f r om  Haar e t z  d a i l y  a nd  Theo ry  and  

Cr i t i c i sm ,  t h r ough  I s r a e l i  t e l ev i s i on  t o  t h e  I s r a e l i  f i lm  i ndu s t r y  an d  

t h e a t r e s .  

The  po s t -Z i on i s t s  h av e  bu i l t  a  p a r a l l e l  mode l  t o  t h e  

d i s c r im i n a t i on  p a r a d i gm  o f  r ad i c a l  and  mu l t i c u l t u r a l  Amer i c an  

h i s t o r i an s  a nd  s o c i o l o g i s t s .  L i k e  t h e i r  Ame r i c an  co l l e a gu e s  t h e y  

d ep i c t  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  o f  i nd i v i du a l s  i n  t h e  p a s t  a s  i n j u s t i c e  a nd  

empha s i z e  t h e  du t y  t o  s a t i s f y  t h e  d e s i r e s  o f  t h e i r  d e s cend en t s .  The  

g r ea t e r  t h e  v i c t im i z a t i on  was  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  en t i t l emen t  

t o  compens a t i o n  i n  t h e  p r e s en t  o r  f u t u r e .  Aga i n s t  t h e  Ame r i c an  

h i e r a r ch y  o f  immig r an t s ,  A f ro -Ame r i c an s ,  Na t i v e -Ame r i c an s ,  women  

and  t h en  o t h e r  m i no r i t i e s ,  p o s t -Z i on i s t s  p u t  f o rwa rd  a  h i e r a r ch y  o f  
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Holo c au s t  s u rv i vo r s ,  J ews  f r om  I s l am i c  co un t r i e s  and   P a l e s t i n i an s .  

In  t h e  Ame r i c an  p ro t o t yp e ,  t h e  po l a r i z a t i on  b e tween  t h e  v e t e r an  

nuc l e u s  o f  Ame r i c an s  a nd  t h e  immigr an t s  b e c ame  a  d i cho t omy  

be tween  wh i t e s  a nd  H i sp an i c s .  In  t h e  I s r a e l i  im i t a t i on ,  t h e  po s t -

Z i on i s t s  t u rn ed  t h e  n a t u r a l  t e n s i o n  b e tween  v e t e r an s  and  n ewcomer s  

t o  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y  t o  a  p o l a r i z a t i o n  b e tween  A shk en az i  a nd  M iz r ah i  

J ews .  S l av e r y ,  t h e  s cho l a r  o f  Amer i c an  immig r a t i o n  Os ca r  Hand l i n  

r em ind s ,  h ad  b e en  an  A f r i c an  ph enomenon  b e fo r e  i t  wa s  i n t r odu c ed  t o  

t h e  New  Wo r l d ,  a nd  i t s  ch a r a c t e r i s t i c s  we r e  d i f f e r en t  d ep end i n g  on  

t ime  a nd  p l a c e .   S im i l a r l y ,  t h e  s o c i a l  an d  cu l t u r a l  g ap s  b e tween  

Ashk enaz i  and  M iz r a h i  J ews  o r  b e tween  J ews  f r om  ea s t e rn  and  

we s t e rn  Eu rope  we r e ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  impo r t ed .  

The  c oun t e r - h i s t o r y  o f  v i c t im i z a t i o n  and  po l a r i z a t i on  a ims  t o  

d e s t r o y  I s r a e l i  i d en t i t y .  I t  do e s  no t  o f f e r  a n y  n ew  o r  a l t e r n a t i v e  

h i s t o r i c a l  ex p l a na t i on .  Th e i r  o r i g i n a l  t h i nk i n g  and  r e s ea r ch  h a r ve s t  

a r e  poo r .  Th e y  d o  i nv e s t  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  e f f o r t  i n  sma sh i n g  t h e  I s r a e l i  

co l l e c t i v e  memo r y ,  ye t  t h e y  do  no t  o f f e r  a  r ep l a c emen t  o t h e r  t h an  t h e  

adop t i o n  o f  f o r e i gn  n a r r a t i v e s ,  p r ima r i l y  P a l e s t i n i an  and  f em i n i s t ,  

and  c a s t i n g  t h eo r i e s  d e r i v i n g  f r om  cu l t u r a l  s t ud i e s  and  p o s t -

co l on i a l i s t  t h eo r i e s  on  t h e  s t u d y  o f  J ew i sh  a nd  I s r a e l i  s o c i e t y .  Th e  

g row ing  n umbe r  o f  emp i r i c a l  h i s t o r i c a l  wo r k s  i n  t ho s e  f i e l d s  wh i ch  

s t an d  a s  t h e  f o cu s  o f  t h e  po l em i c s  d emons t r a t e s  t h e  comp l ex i t y  o f  t h e  

i s s u e s  a s  oppo s ed  t o  t h e  s imp l i s t i c  a r gumen t s  ab ou t  comp l e t e  

ex c l u s i on  o f  " o t h e r s " ,  o r  s imp l y  r e fu t e s  t h em  a l t o ge t h e r .  Bec au s e  t h e  

p r ima r y  p u r po s e  o f  po s t -Z i on i s t  w r i t i n g  i s  i d e o l o g i c a l  and  

p ro pagand i s t  r a t h e r  t h an  s c i en t i f i c ,  t h e y  a b s t a i n  f r om  con f ro n t i n g  

n ew  r e s e a r c h  f i nd i n gs  an d  s t i c k  t o  t h e i r  f am i l i a r  c a t chph r a s e s .  

Ou t s i d e  I s r a e l ,  po s t -Z i on i s t s  s u c c eeded  i n  a rou s i n g  en t hu s i a sm  

among  t h e i r  J ew i s h  a nd  non - J ew i sh  co l l e a gu e s  among  t h e  r ad i c a l  l e f t  

i n  a cadem ia  and  t h e  med i a .  Th e i r  p rom i nenc e  i n  t h e  med i a ,  i n  

add i t i on  t o  t h e i r  c on f o rm i t y  t o  t h e  p r e va l e n t  t r end s  i n  t h e  Wes t ,  h a s  

l ed  man y t o  f a l s e l y  ex agge r a t e  t h e i r  s i gn i f i c an ce  and  b e l i ev e  t h a t  

t h e y  r ep r e s en t  a  c e n t r a l  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  ph enomenon  i n  I s r a e l .  Th e  

po s t -Z i on i s t s  do  no t  r ep r e s en t  " g ene r a t i on s  t h a t  g r ew  up  a f t e r  
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s t a t eh ood  a nd  t h e  d a y- t o -d a y  r e a l i t y  d emons t r a t e d  t o  t h em  t h e  

weakne s s e s  o f  Z i on i sm"  a s  d e s c r i b ed  b y  on e  Ame r i c an  J ew i sh  

p a r t i s an .
38
 The y  a r e  a  ma r g i n a l  g ro up  i n  I s r a e l i  a c ad em ia ,  f i lm  a nd  

med i a  t h a t  mak e  a  l o t  o f  n o i s e  a nd  c au s e  d amage  ab r oad ,  bu t  h av e  

v e r y  l i t t l e  i n f l u enc e  i n  I s r a e l  i f  an y .  

 

A Few Sugges t ions  

The  i n f l u enc e  o f  h i s t o r y  t e a ch e r s ,  cu r r i c u l ums ,  an d  t ex t book s  on  

s t ud en t s '  h i s t o r i c a l  awa r en e s s  i s  s t i l l  i n  n eed  o f  d e t a i l ed  emp i r i c a l  

s t ud i e s .  Wo rk s  l i k e  t ho s e  o f  Ru t h  F i r e r  and  Avne r  Ben -Amos  an a l yz e  

cu r r i c u l ums  a nd  t h e  con t en t s  o f  t ex t book s ,  b u t  d o  no t  ev a l u a t e  t h e i r  

impac t  o n  t e a ch e r s  and  s t ud en t s .  Henc e ,  t h e  f i e l d  i s  o pen  t o  c l a ims  

and  a r gumen t s  ov e r  t h e  go a l s  o f  b o t h  s ub j e c t -ma t t e r  and  t e a ch i n g  

me th od s  t h a t  r e l y  o n  p a r t i a l  ex pe r imen t s  o r  on l y  o n  imp r e s s i on s .  

D i sp u t e s  ov e r  t h e  p a s t  t ak e  p l a c e  p r ima r i l y  w i t h i n  t h e  pub l i c  

s choo l  s ys t em .  Th e y  h a rd l y  a f f e c t  s ch oo l s  i n  t h e  r e l i g i ou s  pub l i c  

s choo l  s ys t em ,  and  ev en  l e s s  s o  i nd ep end en t  r e l i g i ou s  s c hoo l s  –  t ho s e  

o f  Sh a s  and  Aguda t  Y i s r a e l .  Ev en  w i t h i n  t h e  pub l i c  ed u c a t i o n  s ys t em ,  

a t t emp t s  t o  impos e  a  b i nd i n g  a genda  a nd  gu i d e l i n e s  f o r  h i s t o r y  

edu c a t i o n  a r e  me t  w i t h  on l y  p a r t i a l  s u c c e s s .  Much  dep end s  o n  s choo l  

h e admas t e r s ,  an d  p a r t i cu l a r l y  on  t h e  h i s t o r y  d ep a r tmen t  h e ad s .  In  

m idd l e  s choo l s ,  t h e  f r e edom  o f  a c t i o n  a f f o rd ed  p r i n c i p a l s ,  d ep a r tmen t  

h e ad s  and  t e a che r s  i s  qu i t e  b ro ad .  In  h i gh  s c hoo l s ,  t h e  con t en t s  a r e  

d i c t a t ed  b y  wha t  i s  t o  ap pe a r  o n  t h e  ma t r i cu l a t i o n  ex ams ,  and  t hu s  

t h e y  a r e  c en t r a l l y  con t r o l l e d  b y  t h e  M in i s t r y  o f  Edu ca t i on .  Howeve r ,  

t h e  modes  o f  t e a ch i n g ,  t h e  emphas e s  an d  t h e  t ex t book s  a r e  

d e t e rm in ed  on  a  s c hoo l -b y- s choo l  l ev e l .  In  t h e  ev en t  t h a t  a  p r i n c i p a l  

i s  no t  p a r t i cu l a r l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  o r  f am i l i a r  w i t h  h i s t o r y ,  t h e  

a f o r emen t i on ed  t o o l s  a r e  s e l e c t ed  b y  t h e  d ep a r tmen t  h e ad  o r  ev en  b y  

t h e  t e a ch e r s .  

I gno r an c e  o f  t h e  p ub l i c  may b e  t h e  g r ea t e s t  a s s e t  o f  t h e  po s t -

Z i on i s t s .  Th e r e  i s  no  n eed ,  r e a s on  o r  ab i l i t y  t o  r e t u rn  t o  t h e  f i f t i e s  i n  

o rd e r  t o  p ro v i d e  a  Z i on i s t  edu c a t i on  t o  s c hoo l  p up i l s .  S choo l s  
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s t r u gg l e  t o  co pe  w i t h  t h e  o p en  wo r l d  o f  t od a y  i n  man y a r e a s ,  and  

h i s t o r y  i s  o n l y  on e  o f  t h em .  A t  t h e  s ame  t ime ,  i t  i s  po s s i b l e  t o  mak e  a  

f ew  moves  i n  t h e  edu ca t i on  s ys t em  t h a t  may  r e du ce  t h e  d amage  

c au s ed  b y  t h e  i gno r anc e  a nd  s ho r t - s i gh t e dn e s s .  

The  exp e r i en c e  o f  r e c en t  ye a r s  h a s  d emons t r a t e d  t h a t  p r o f e s s o r s  

o f  a c ad em i a  a r e  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e  an swe r  t o  t h e  t r oub l e s  o f  t h e  

edu c a t i o n  s ys t em .  Te ach i n g  p r ob l ems  i n  t h e  a c ad eme  d i f f e r  f r om  

t ho s e  o f  s choo l s .  A  good  un i v e r s i t y  p ro f e s s o r  may no t  b e  a  good  h i gh  

s choo l  t e a ch e r ,  an d  a l l  t h e  mo r e  s o  a  good  m idd l e  o r  e l emen t a r y  

s choo l  t e a ch e r .  In  t h e  un i v e r s i t y ,  c l a s s e s  a r e  c omp r i s e d  o f  s t ud en t s  

who  cho s e  t o  a t t e nd ,  and  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  f r e e  o f  a dmi n i s t r a t i v e  an d  

d i s c i p l i n a r y  p ro b l ems .  Le s son s  l a s t  a t  l e a s t  n i n e t y  m inu t e s ,  du r i n g  

wh i ch  t h e  t e a ch e r  c an  p r e s en t  a  t o p i c  an d  mode r a t e  a  d i s c u s s i on .   

S choo l  c l a s s e s ,  b y  con t r a s t ,  a r e  manda t o r y .   E a ch  l e s s on  l a s t s  f i f t y  

m inu t e s ,  h a l f  o f  wh i ch  a r e  d ed i c a t ed  t o  mak i n g  o r d e r  a nd  s o l v i n g  

adm i n i s t r a t i v e  i s s u e s .  Th e  l ev e l  o f  con c en t r a t i o n  i s  l owe r ,  a nd  t h e  

und e r s t a nd i n g  o f  t h e  c on cep t  o f  t ime  i s  d i f f e r en t ,  o r  o c c a s i o na l l y  

en t i r e l y  a b s en t .  Th e  h e t e ro gen e i t y  o f  t h e  pup i l s  make s  i t  e v en  h a rd e r  

f o r  t h e  t e a ch e r s .  

P ro f e s so r s  who  ch a i r  c ommi t t e e s  an d  p r opo s e  cu r r i cu l ums  o r  

cou r s e s  o f  a c t i on  a r e  un f am i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  d a i l y  s t r u gg l e  o f  s choo l  

t e a che r s .  Th e  t e ams  t h a t  t h e  e du ca t i on  m in i s t e r s  o f  r e c en t  d e c ad e s  

appo i n t ed ,  f r om  t h e  Z imme rman  Commi t t e e  t o  t h e  Ba r t a l  Commi t t e e ,  

no t  o n l y  d i dn ’ t  s o l v e  an y  p ro b l em ,  t h e y  a dd ed  n ew  on e s .  Acco r d i n g  

t o  t e a che r s '  t e s t imon i e s ,  a t t emp t s  t o  imp l emen t  t h e  r e c ommenda t i o n s  

c a u s ed  c on fu s i on  i n  c l a s s rooms  among  s t ud en t s  a s  we l l  a s  i n s t r u c t o r s .  

Fo r  t h e s e  r e a s on s ,  and  a l s o  f o r  t h e  s a ke  o f  s t r en g t h en i n g  t h e  t e a ch e r s '  

e s p r i t  d e  co r e  an d  s e l f  e s t e em ,  i t  wou l d  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  nom in a t e  t o  

f u t u r e  commi t t e e s  s en i o r  a nd  expe r i e nc ed  t e a ch e r s ,  k nown  t o  b e  good  

i n  t h e i r  p ro f e s s i o n ,  a nd  t o  r e c ru i t  t h em  f r om  a  v a r i e t y  o f  s choo l s  

s e rv i n g  d i f f e r en t  p opu l a t i o n s .   

The  t a s k  o f  p l a nn i n g  a  p ro pe r  m i dd l e  s choo l  c u r r i cu l um  do e s  

no t  r eq u i r e  a  wo r l d - r e nowned  expe r t  on  Ge rman  o r  f i lm  h i s t o r y ,  an d  

no t  ev en  an  exp e r t  o n  f o l k t a l e s  o r  on  t h e  r e l a t i on sh i p  b e tween  
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Eas t e rn  Eu rop e an  J ews  a nd  t h e i r  s u r r ound i n g s .  In nov a t i on  i s  a  v i r t u e  

o f  t h e  a cademe  ( t h ough  p e rh ap s  an  e x agge r a t ed  o ne  i n  r e c en t  ye a r s ) .  

S choo l s  s h ou l d  b e  b a s ed  on  s t ab i l i t y ,  r e l i a b i l i t y  and  c r ed i b i l i t y ;  n o t  

ev e r y  n ew  r e s e a r c h  f i nd i n g  o r  n ew  i n t e rp r e t a t i on  mus t  mak e  i t s  wa y  

immed i a t e l y  i n t o  t ex t book s  an d  c l a s s ro oms .  Th e y  n e ed  a  p e r i od  o f  

ma t u r a t i o n  t o  p ro ve  t h e i r  c r ed i b i l i t y ,  a nd  o n l y  t h en  may t h e y  b e  

i n t e g r a t ed  i n t o  cu r r i c u l ums  and  t ex t b ook s .  In  p r i n c i p l e ,  cu r r i cu l ums  

and  t ex t book s  s hou l d  b e  b a s ed  o n  wha t  i s  a g r e ed  upon  b y  h i s t o r i a n s  

r a t h e r  t h an  r e f l e c t  t h e i r  d i s p u t e s .  

A  s e cond  ch ange  s hou l d  b e  t h e  r e - s ep a r a t i on  o f  J ew i sh  f r om  

wo r l d  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  cu r r i cu l um .  Th e  empha s i s  s hou ld  b e  p l a ced  o n  

t h e  f o rme r  t h r oughou t  e ach  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r i od ,  w i t h  wo r l d  h i s t o r y  

s t ud i ed  a s  a  b a ckg round  a nd  c on t ex t .  Th i s  r eo r gan i z a t i o n  h a s  

r am i f i c a t i o n s  a l s o  f o r  t h e  t r a i n i n g  o f  t e a che r s .  Few  i n t e g r a t ed  J ew i sh  

h i s t o r y  i n t o  t h e i r  wo r l d  h i s t o r y  s t ud i e s  i n  un i v e r s i t y  o r  v i c e  v e r s a .  

The  t e a ch i n g  c e r t i f i c a t i on  p r o g r ams  s hou l d  i n c l ud e  a  b ro ad e r  s u pp l y  

o f  s upp l emen t a r y  cou r s e s  i n  J ew i sh  h i s t o r y  f o r  g r a du a t e s  o f  wo r l d  

h i s t o r y  a nd  t h e  o t h e r  wa y  a ro und .  

Th i s  r e fo rm  mus t  b e  a c compan i ed  b y  a  r e v i s i on  o f  t ex t book s .  I t  

i s  impos s i b l e  t o  i n c l ud e  t h e  20
t h
 c e n t u r y  n a r r a t i v e  i n  i t s  en t i r e t y  i n  

one  book  t h a t  c on t a i n s  bo t h  wo r l d  an d  J ew i sh  h i s t o r y  i n  l e s s  t h an  200  

p age s ,  on e  qu a r t e r  o f  t h em  con s i s t i n g  o f  v i s u a l  ma t e r i a l  t o  e a s e  t h e  

d i f f i cu l t y  a r i s i n g  f r om  t oo  much  t ex t .  Th i s  P ro c r u s t e an  b ed  wa s  o ne  

o f  t h e  r e a son s  f o r  t h e  s h a r p  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t ex t book s  ap pe a r i n g  i n  t h e  

l a t e  n i n e t i e s .  Ev en  i f  t h e y  we r e  w r i t t en  bona  f i d e ,  i t  w as  impos s i b l e  

t o  i n c l ud e  ev e r y t h i n g ,  a nd  s omeone  wou ld  c omp l a i n  t h a t  s ome  su b j e c t  

o r  a no t he r  was  u nd e r - r e p r e s en t e d .  When  t h e  b ook  i s  w r i t t en  f r om  t h e  

ou t s e t  w i t h  p o s t -Z i on i s t  l e a n i n g s ,  a s  was  t r u e  w i t h  s e v e r a l  t ex t book s  

a t  t h a t  t ime ,  mos t  n a t i on a l  o r  Z i on i s t  mo t i v e s  we r e  e d i t e d  ou t  w i t h  

t h e  ex cu s e  o f  t h e  n ec e s s i t y  o f  s e l e c t i o n .  

H i s t o r y ,  ev en  when  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  " co l l e c t i v e  memo ry" ,  i s  a  

d i s c i p l i n e  o f  know l edge .  In  con t r a s t  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n ce s ,  i t  c anno t  

b e  b a s ed  o n  expe r i en ce s .  Th e  a t t emp t  t o  mak e  t h e  s ub j e c t  

" i n t e r e s t i n g "  an d  " r e l e van t "  b y  mean s  o f  t e c hn i qu e s  bo r rowed  f r om  
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t h e  s o c i a l  s c i en c e s ,  s u ch  a s  r o l e -p l a y i n g  g ames ,  p s ychod r ama ,  pub l i c  

d eb a t e s  o r  t r i a l s  a nd  t ime  t r a v e l ,  wh i c h  a r e  a l l  q u i t e  t emp t i n g  and  

a t t r a c t i v e ,  d oe s  n o t  ad d  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  knowl edge  o r  und e r s t a nd i n g .  I t  

i s  t r u e  t h a t  we  l i v e  i n  an  e r a  o f  ev e r  i n c r e a s i n g  i n fo rma t i on ,  wh i c h  i s  

a c compan i ed  b y  b o t h  r e l a t i v i sm  and  s ub j e c t i v i sm ,  bu t  t h a t  do e s  n o t  

mean  t h a t  we  mus t  s ubm i t  t o  t h i s  c r a z e .  No t  a l l  a c cumu l a t ed  

i n fo rma t i on ,  bo t h  h i s t o r i c a l  a nd  o t h e r ,  h a s  e qu a l  v a l u e .  A  g r ea t  d e a l  

o f  i t  h a s  no  v a l u e  a t  a l l .  I t  i n t e r e s t s  no  on e  ex c ep t  f o r  t h e  c r e a t o r s  o f  

t h i s  k nowl edge  and  s ome  o f  t h e i r  co l l e a gu e s  who  r e ad  t h e i r  t hough t s  

and  c ommen t  on  t h em .  Th e  v enu e  f o r  t h e s e  d i s c u s s i o n s  i s  i n  

a c adem i a ,  no t  i n  s choo l s .  A  c u r r i cu l um  mus t  no t  on l y  s p e c i f y  

h e ad l i n e s ,  bu t  a l s o  s ub j e c t -ma t t e r .  I t  mus t  c hoo s e  t h e  mos t  impo r t an t  

and  s i gn i f i c an t  co n t e n t  a nd  t ak e  r e s pon s i b i l i t y  f o r  i t s  cho i c e  w i t hou t  

h i d i n g  b eh i nd  s l o gan s  s u ch  a s  " n a r r a t i v e  equ a l i t y " ,  p r e s en t i n g  t h e  

"o t h e r " ,  " t h e r e  i s  n o  on e  t r u t h " ,  e t c .  

A  cu r r i c u l um  mus t  p r e s en t  t h e  f ew  ba s i c  c on cep t s  t h a t  a  s o c i e t y  

w i sh e s  t o  i n s t i l l  i n  ( o r  t e a ch )  i t s  f u t u r e  g en e r a t i on ,  and  n o t  wha t  

s t ud en t s  ( o r  t h e i r  p a r e n t s )  w i sh  t o  a c qu i r e  ( o r  l e a r n ) .  The r e  w i l l  

a lwa ys  b e  d i s c on t e n t e d  t e ache r s ,  p a r e n t s  an d  s t ud en t s .  Te a ch e r s  w i l l  

ad ap t  t h e  cu r r i cu l um  t o  t h e i r  p e r s o na l  ap p r oa ch  t o  t e a ch i n g  a nd  t o  

h i s t o r y ,  a nd  t o  a  c e r t a i n  ex t e n t  t h i s  i s  l e g i t ima t e .  C e r t a i n  t e a che r s  

w i l l  a lwa ys  b e  c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e  cu r r i c u l um  and  t h e y  h av e  t h e  mean s  a t  

t h e i r  d i s po s a l  b y  wh i ch  t h e y  may a nd  ev en  s h ou l d  b e  ab l e  t o  p a r t i a l l y  

i n f l u enc e  i t .   Be t t e r  s t ud en t s  w i l l  n o t  b e  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  wha t  t h e i r  

s ch oo l  h a s  t o  o f f e r  and  may b e  d i r e c t ed  t o  add i t i on a l  s ou r ce s  o f  

i n fo rma t i on  b e yond  t h e  t ex t book .   O t he r  s t ud en t s  may h av e  d i f f i cu l t y  

g r a sp i n g  t h e  b a s i c  con c ep t s  p r e s en t e d  i n  s u ch  a  cu r r i c u l um ,  b u t  t h e  

l a r g e  ma j o r i t y  s hou l d  f a l l  b e tween  t h e s e  two  ex t r emes  and  s h ou l d  b e  

t h e  t a r g e t  popu l a t i on  t h e  c u r r i cu l um  a t t emp t s  t o  r e ach .  

                                              
1
 Eyal  Naveh and Esther  Yogev,  Histor ies:  Toward a  Dia logue with  Yesterday  (Hebrew) ,  

Tel  Aviv 2002 ,  pp.  47-49 .  
2
 For  a  detai led  analys is  of these t ransformat ion cf .  Oz Almog,  Farewel l  to  'S rul ik ' :  a  

Change o f  Va lues in  the Israel i  E l i te  (Hebrew),  Hai fa  2004.   
3
 For  a  d iscussion o f  these i ssues c f.  Shmuel  N.  E isens tad t ,  'The Struggle  over  the  

Symbols and Limi ts  o f Col lect ive Identi ty in the Post -Revolut ionary I srael i  Society ' ,  in :  



40 

 

                                                                                                                                             
Pinchas Genosar  and Avi Bare l i  (eds. ) ,  Zionism:  A Contemporary Po lemics –  Research and  

Ideologica l  Approaches (Hebrew),  Sde Boker  1996,  pp.  1 -30.    
  
4
 Richard  Evans,  In  Defence of  His tory ,  New York 1999,  pp.  172-176.  

5
 Shlomo Zand,  'The Post -Zionis t  as  an unauthor ized Memory Agent  –  on the Structures o f  

Past ' s  Product ion in Israel '  (Hebrew),  Alpayim (24)  2000  229 .  
6
 Rober t  Darnton,  'In te l lectua l  and Cultural  His to ry' ,  in Michae l  Kammen (ed.) ,  The Past  

Before Us:  Contemporary His torica l  Wri t ing in  the United  S tates ,  Corne l l  Universi ty 

Press,  I thaca 1980,  p .  353.  
7
 Peter  Novick,  That Noble  Dream – The  'Objec t iv i ty  Ques t ion '  and the American 

Histor ica l  Pro fession,  New York 1988,  pp.  574-575;  Keith  Windschutt le ,  ‘A Cr i t ique o f 

the Pos t -Modern Turn in  Western His tor iography’,  in Q.  Edward Wang and Georg G.  

Iggers (eds. ) ,  Turning Points  in  His toriography:  A Cross-Cul tural  Perspect ive ,  Rochester  

2002,  pp.  271-272.  
8
  Rafae l  Samuel ,  Thea tres o f  Memory : ,  Vol .  I ,   PaST AND PRESENT IN Contemporary 

Cul ture,   London 1994 ,  pp.  12-13  
9
 Marc  Ferro ,  The Use and Abuse of  His tory,  Or How the  Past  I s  Taught ,  London 1984.  

10
Yogev,  Histor ies ,  pp .  212-233   

11
 Louis Gott schalk,  Understand ing His tory ,  New York 1956,  p .  4  

12
 Joyce Appleby,  Lynn Hunt  and Margaret  J acob,  Tell ing the Tru th  about  History ,  New 

York and London 1995,  pp.  5-6  and 272ff  
13
 Arthur  M. Schlesinger  J r . ,  The Disuni t ing o f  America ,  New York 1992,  pp.  45-99 .  

14
 Gary B.  Nash,  Char lo t te  Crabtree and Ross E.  Dunn,  History on  Tr ial:  Cul ture Wars  and 

the Teach ing of  the  Past ,  New York 1998.  
15
 Ib id ,  pp .  114-117.  

16
 El izabe th Fox-Genovese and Elizabe th Lasch-Squinn (eds. ) ,  Reconstruc t ing History — 

The Emergence o f  a  New Histor ica l  Society ,  New York 1999,  pp.  242-252 ,  and John P .  

Diggins,  'The Nat ional  History Standards ' ,  ib id .  pp.  253-275 ;Sean Wilentz ,  'Bat t les over  

History in the Schoo ls ' ,  ib id .  pp .  276-281,  and  Walter  A.  McDougall ,  'Whose His tory?  

Whose Standards? ' ,  ib id .  pp .  282-298  
17
 Peter  Stearns,  Pe ter  Se ixas and Sam Wineburg (eds.) ,  Knowing,  Teaching and Learn ing 

History:  Nat ional  and Internat ional  perspect ives ,  New York Universi ty Press,  New York 

2000,  pp.  2 -6  
18
 Ib id .  pp .  19-35,  71.  

19
 Naveh,  Histor ies ,  pp .  199-211.  

20
 Zeev Tzahor ,  'History o f I srael :  Academy and Poli t ics '  in Tuvia  Fr i l ing (ed.) ,  An Answer  

to  a  Post-Zionist  Co lleague  (Hebrew) ,  Tel  Aviv 2003,  pp.  69-70.  
 
21
 Zvi  Lamm, 'The Ideologica l  Tensions  in I srael i  Educa t ion –  Struggles over  the  goals  o f  

Educat ion ' ,  in Chaim Ormian (ed.) ,  Educat ion in  Israe l  (Hebrew),  Jerusa lem 1973,  p .  82.  
  

22
 Naveh,  Histor ies ,  pp .  38-41   

23
 Ib id ,  pp .  54-56.   

24
 Ruth Firer ,  Agents o f  Z ionis t  Educa tion ,  Hai fa  1985.   

25
  Israel  Kolat ,  On the Research and Researcher  of the His tory o f the Yishuv and the  

Zionist  Movement '  (Hebrew),  Cathedra ,  1  (1976) ,  pp .  23-25.  
26
 Baruch Kimmer l ing,  The Inven tion and  Decl ine of  I srael iness ,  Universi ty o f Cal i fornia  

Press,  Berkeley 2001,  pp.  1-2 .  
27
  Moshe Zimmerman,  'His tor ians '  Controversies –The German and I srae l i  Exper ience ' ,  

Teoria  U-Bikore t ,  8  (Summer 1996) ,  pp .  92 –93 .  
28
 Ib id .  p .  91  

29
 Ib id .  pp .  95-100.  For  another  a t tempt  to  j uxtapose the histor ians '  controvers ies in  

Germany and I srael  c f.  Daniel  Levy,  'The Future  o f the Past :  His tor iographica l  Disputes  

and  Compet ing Memor ies in  Germany and in I srael ' ,  History and Theory  38  (1) ,  February 

1999,  pp.  51-66 .  
30
 Evans,  In  Defence of  History ,  pp .  178-181 .  

31
Henri  Rousso ,  The Haunting past :  History ,  Memory and Just ice  in  Contemporary  France ,  

Phi lade lphia  2002,  pp.  15-16,  29 .  



41 

 

                                                                                                                                             
32
 Peter  Seixas,  'Schweigen! Die Kinder ! Or ,  Does  Postmodern History Have a  P lace in the 

Schoo ls? ' ,  in Idem e t  a l ia  (eds) ,  Knowing ,  Teach ing and Learning His tory ,  pp .  19-37 (esp .  

p .  31 . (  
33
 Laurence Si lbers te in ,  The Postzion ist  Deba tes :  Knowledge and Power in  Israe l i  Cu lture ,  

New York 1999,  pp.  8 -10 .  
34
 Sami Samocha,  'T ransformat ions in I srael i  Soc iety:  After  F i fty Years (Hebrew) ' ,  

Alpay im   (1999) ,  p .  249.  

 
36
 Michae l  Sha lev,  'T ime for  Theory'  (Hebrew) ,  Teoria  U-Bikoret  8  (1996) ,  pp .  225-237.  

37
 I lan  Pappe,  'The New His tory o f 1948 '  (Hebrew) ,  Teoria  U-Bikore t  3  (Winter  1993) ,  pp .  

101-102.  
38
 Silbers te in,  The Postz ionis t  Debates ,  p .  5 .  


