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The Palestinian Textbook Fiasco

Every year, children in Gaza and the West Bank are taught to hate Jews
and Israelis, while Israeli schools promote coexistence. A bizarrely
biased, State Department-funded study won’t change that fact.

For years, the Palestinian Authority (PA) has been accused of  inciting violence
by promoting the delegitimization of  Israel and its people and, in some cases,
even outright anti-Semitism, in its education system. According to both Israeli
and third-party observers, the PA was ingraining future generations with a
worldview that essentially prevented any long-term commitment to peace (let
alone coexistence). So it was no surprise that a State Department-funded study
called Victims of Our Own Narratives? Portrayal of the “Other” in Israeli and
Palestinian School Books, published last February, sparked a f irestorm that leapt
from the otherwise parochial world of  education policy straight into the
headlines of  newspapers around the world.

The study, init iated by the Council of  Religious Inst itut ions of  the Holy Land and authored by
professors Sami Adwan of  Bethlehem University and Daniel Bar-Tal f rom Tel Aviv University, and
overseen by Bruce Wexler of  Yale, sought to scient if ically evaluate how Israelis and Palest inians
are educat ing their children in regard to the other side of  the conf lict . What was surprising,
however, were the report ’s f indings. The study’s most basic conclusion, one that was ref lected in
its very t it le, is that  Israelis and Palest inians are equally guilty of  educat ing their children with
histories, facts, and ideas that perpetuate conf lict . Almost every major news out let  zeroed in on
the report ’s f inding of  mutual culpability, producing headlines like the AP’s “Textbook study faults
Israelis and Palest inians.” A more clearly polit ical presentat ion of  the study was found in the New
York Times headline: “Academic Study Weakens Israeli Claim that Palest inian School Texts Teach
Hate.” According to the AP story, the report  “said both Israeli and Palest inian schoolbooks largely
present one-sided narrat ives of  the conf lict  between the two peoples and tend to ignore the
existence of  the other side.”

Despite the media presentat ion, however, something about the study, and the media reports on it ,
didn’t  ring t rue. As a product of  more than a decade of  Israeli schools I can at test  to the fact  that
the Israeli public educat ion system certainly has its share of  problems. But of  all the issues—
ranging from crowded classes to plummeting standards—one thing I never encountered was
ignorance or hatred of  “the other side.” Indeed, this is t rue of  Israeli society in general. Even a
surface-level familiarity with Israeli culture and academics provides enough informat ion to know
that the Palest inian perspect ive is represented in the arts and media and factored into the Israeli
polit ical process and legal system. Faced with a purportedly object ive study that completely
contradicted my own experience with the Israel’s educat ion system, I felt  compelled to examine
the report  in depth.

What I found isn’t  pret ty. The report  is not only f lawed, but also dishonest. It  systemat ically
exaggerates the faults in Israeli textbooks and downplays those found in the Palest inians’. Its
methodology tends to distort  the raw data rather than analyze it , usually to the detriment of  the
Israeli educat ion system. Put simply, it  makes every possible ef fort  to create the impression that
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Israeli and Palest inian at t itudes toward each other are the same, even when this is demonstrably
untrue—according to the study’s own research data. It  is no surprise that the State Department,
which funded the study in its early phases, has endorsed neither the composit ion of  the
commit tee nor the report ’s f indings.

This is an important issue, not only because of  the need for scient if ic accuracy in such studies, but
because the presentat ion of  “the other” in Palest inian and Israeli texts is an absolutely essent ial
topic. In many ways, it  is the essent ial quest ion in regard to the Israeli-Palest inian conf lict : Are both
sides building societ ies that can sympathize, or even empathize, with “the other”? If  so, it  could
mean an (eventual) end to years of  war. If  not , then we may well be facing decades of  further
violence and the absence of  any last ing peace between Israel and the Arab world.

We can begin f rom the beginning: the introduction to the report, where the
authors note that guiding the Israeli education system is an of f icial stated
objective that explicitly includes educating Israeli children about the other.
According to the government of  Israel, the purpose of  Israeli’s education
ministry is to teach “universal values and the values of  the State of  Israel” while
giving students an “acquaintance with the culture and heritage of  the Arabs.”
According to the report itself , the statement of  objectives by the Palestinian
Authority Ministry of  Education never mentions the words Jews or Judaism.
Given the overarching conclusion of  the report, one would expect that this
discrepancy would at least been addressed by the report. But for the length of
the report it goes unmentioned.

When it  comes to aesthet ics—the presentat ion of  maps, photos and graphics found in textbooks
—the same issue pops up right  of f  the bat. The study examined photographs and illustrat ions in
the textbooks “when people, symbols or places clearly associated with the ‘other’ were present.”
But crucially, the report ’s data indicates that only seven percent of  the photographs in Palest inian
textbooks contain photographs of  the “other”—compared with 52 percent of  photographs in
Israeli textbooks.



Posters of  suicide bombers hang in Palestinian classroom in Tul Karem. Photo: IDF/Flickr

The conclusion the authors draw from this striking and seemingly obvious discrepancy? Faced by
this issue, the report  simply states that “the very small number of  photographs in the Palest inian
books rated as providing informat ion about the other makes the percentage breakdown of lit t le
meaning.” While the sample size might make the “percentage breakdown” of  lit t le stat ist ical value,
the fact  remains that when Palest inian students opens their textbooks—even to pages that
reference places in Israel—they almost never see a photo of  an Israeli, and never humanize Israelis.

The study’s methodology is also deeply f lawed. Indeed, the Palest inian texts chosen are by far the
most innocuous the researchers could possibly f ind. Nir Boms and Yaell Teff  f rom the Inst itute for
Monitoring Peace and Cultural Tolerance in School Educat ion (IMPACT-SE), an NGO that studies
att itudes toward peace and “the other” in school textbooks throughout the Middle East, point  this
out in devastat ing fashion. Victims of Our Own Narratives? they claim, simply ignores passages
from Palest inian textbooks that are breathtaking in the danger they represent in an educat ional
context , cit ing texts like the following, found in standard Palest inian textbooks:

God’s Me sse nge r said: “The  Hour of  Re surre ct ion will not  come  unt il the  Muslims f ight  the  Je ws. The  Muslims will kill
the m, and whe n a Je w would  hide  be hind a rock or a t re e  the  rock or the  t re e  would  say: O  Muslim, O  worshippe r of
God! The re  is a Je w be hind me ; come  and kill  him!”

A recent report  published by IMPACT-SE documents more examples: A sixth-grade Palest inian
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textbook says, “The Messenger of  God [Muhammad] ordered to Zayd Ibn Thabit  to learn the
language of  the Jews in order to be safe f rom their cheat ing.” An eighth-grade textbook says,
“Your enemies killed your children, split  open your women’s bellies, held your revered elderly men by
the beard, and led them to the death pits”—a quotat ion dismissed by the commit tee because it  did
not explicit ly ment ion Jews or Israel. Yet another textbook, for grade 12, says, “By your life! How
come that snakes invade us and we [st ill] observe a protect ion covenant [dhimma] which respects
commitments?”

Perhaps more than any other part  of  the Victims report , this sect ion covering the portrayal of
religion seems the most biased. In these cases, the authors not only ignore passages from
Palest inian textbooks that are host ile toward “the other,” they ignore cases of  outright  ant i-
Semit ism, hatred, and incitement to violence.

A second methodological point  concerns the choice of  school systems included in the study. The
report  goes a long way to include analysis of  ult ra-Orthodox, or Haredi, school texts in its
breakdown of the situat ion. Unsurprisingly, it  f inds that Haredi textbooks are more problemat ic
than their secular counterparts. But bizarrely, the report  itself  states that the Haredi system is
independent of  the Israeli public school system and its textbooks are “not subject  to approval by
the Ministry of  Educat ion.” This raises the quest ion of  why the authors made Haredi textbooks a
key part  of  the report .

Why would the report include ultra-Orthodox schools but not Hamas ones?

The study portrays the Haredi system as essent ially equal to that of  the mainstream Israeli system
and the Palest inian system. In all charts and discussions, the three systems appear next to each
other and appear to be granted equal weight and importance. But, as the report ’s authors are
surely aware, the Haredi school system accounts for—at most—a quarter of  Israeli Jewish
students. Haredi textbooks, in other words, are certainly worthy of  analysis, but  they tell us next to
nothing about mainstream Israeli at t itudes toward Palest inians.

This, however, is not the biggest problem with the discussion. For while the report  places such
importance on the Haredi system, it  also completely ignores the Hamas-run school system in
Gaza. Though these schools comprise a small number of  Palest inian schools—and less than the
percentage of  ult ra-Orthodox schools in Israel—they must merit  analysis. In other words, an
extreme religious school system in Israel is given equal standing with the secular majority, while a
more extreme (and much more violent) religious school system on the Palest inian side is
ef fect ively erased.

One of  the main f indings of  the report  is, indeed, that  Israel’s state school system textbooks are in
fact  less problemat ic than Palest inian texts. “While present and problemat ic in all school systems,
the negat ive presentat ion of  the other, the posit ive non-crit ical presentat ion of  the self  and the
absence of  images and informat ion about the other are more pronounced in the Israeli ult ra-
Orthodox and Palest inian school books than in the Israeli state school books,” both the report  and
its press release state. By including the ult ra-Orthodox school system in their conclusion, the
authors set  out to create the semblance of  an equivalence between Israeli and Palest inian
textbooks even though their research shows something ent irely dif ferent.

The body of  the report deals with Israeli and Palestinian textbooks. The authors
describe their work as f irst attempting to evaluate “the ways in which the ‘other’
is portrayed” through such things as “descriptions of  the other” and



Do Palestinian teachers prepare children f or coexistence? Lessons in Gaza City. Photo: Wissam
Nassar/Flash90

“characterization of  the acts of  the other.” The results are presented under the
heading: “Major Common Problem: Consistent Negative Portrayal of  the
‘Other.’”

The heading obviously indicates that both sides share the problem in “common.” But it ’s unclear
precisely why the authors chose this t it le, since their own data completely disproves it . The report
itself  states that “the other” is portrayed in posit ive or neutral terms in 51 percent of  Israeli
textbooks, but only 16 percent of  Palest inian textbooks. “The other” is portrayed in negat ive terms
in 49 percent of  Israeli textbooks, but a stunning 84 percent of  Palest inian texts.

The sect ion on “Characterizat ion of  the Acts of  the Other” reveals almost the same results. 48
percent of  Israeli textbooks characterize Palest inian “acts” in “very posit ive (superior), posit ive, or
neutral” terms. In Palest inian texts, only 12 percent of  cases studied portray Israeli “acts” in a
posit ive light . When it  comes to portraying acts as negat ive, Israeli texts are roughly balanced
against  those present ing posit ive, with 51 percent of  Israeli textbooks showing acts as negat ive.
On the Palest inian side, the negat ive characterizat ion of  Israeli acts is, once again, overwhelming
with 87 percent of  Palest inian textbooks present ing them in a negat ive light—according to the
study. In almost 9 out of  10 cases, that  is, Palest inian textbooks depict  Israeli act ions in a negat ive
way.
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The report makes every effort to show that Israeli and Palestinian attitudes toward
each other are the same, even when the study’s own data shows the opposite.

It ’s not just  the raw numbers but the nature of  the examples that is disturbing. One Israeli textbook
recounts the 1941 “Farhud” pogrom against  Iraqi Jews in the following way: “On the holiday of
Shavuot, Arabs at tacked Jews and murdered them, including women and children…. The slaughter
of  the Jews of  Baghdad cont inued for two days without interrupt ion.” Compare this relat ively dry
and object ive descript ion with a Palest inian textbook’s almost hysterical and demagogic
descript ion of  Israel’s War of  Independence (the emphasis is mine): “The Palest ine war ended with
a disaster of which history had not seen the like, and Zionist  gangs usurped Palest ine and displaced
its people f rom their cit ies, villages, land, and houses, and founded the state of  Israel.”

The report  also cites posit ive depict ions of  Arabs in Israeli textbooks, even in the context  of  ant i-
Jewish act ions. One textbook writes the following about the massacre of  the Jews of  Hebron in
1929, “If  not  for the brave stand of  a Brit ish police of f icer and moderate Arabs, who physically
defended their Jewish neighbors, the slaughter would have been more awful.” Another writes of  an
Arab man who helped an IDF soldier, “‘I saw it  as my obligat ion as a Muslim Arab to of fer help to an
Israeli soldier injured in an accident ’, said Abdullah Yusef Yunes… who of fered help and drove an
Israeli soldier in his vehicle.”

In contrast , the report  is able to f ind only one example f rom a Palest inian textbook of  Jews or
Jewish acts portrayed in a posit ive manner and—as you’ll see—the case is somewhat lacking in
historical realism:

The  fo llowing d ivine  books: 1 – “The  me ssage s of  Abraham (pe ace  be  upon him)  and Mose s’ call for be lie f  in God
Almighty, worshipping Him, and fo llowing noble  morals.” 2 – The  Torah: Was re ve ale d to  Mose s (pe ace  be  upon him)
to  guide  the  childre n of  Israe l. 3 – The  Zabour: Was re ve ale d to  David  (pe ace  be  upon him)  with se rmons and
guidance  for the  childre n of  Israe l. 4 – The  Gospe l: Was re ve ale d to  Je sus (pe ace  be  upon him)  to  guide  the  childre n
of  Israe l, and to  re af f irm what  Mose s (pe ace  be  upon him)  had brought .

As should be obvious, this example is completely meaningless. It  is purely religious in nature; it  has
no relat ion to the Israeli-Palest inian conf lict ; in fact , it  says nothing whatsoever about Israelis or
any modern-day Jews at  all. In contrast , Israeli textbooks depict  concrete act ions taken by real
Palest inians within the context  of  the conf lict .

The conclusion to this sect ion is thus very strange. It  claims that “posit ive characterizat ions of
Arabs or their act ions in Israeli state books typically refer to individuals rather than to Arabs as a
whole or as a nat ion.” Yet it  fails to ment ion that the only citat ion f rom a Palest inian textbook
refers to neither individuals nor a nat ion in the modern sense, but only to ancient religious
precepts.

The report correctly identif ies the issue of  self -criticism as one critical to
understanding an education system, tacitly acknowledging the fact that a
capacity for self -criticism is essential to any f ree society, and equally essential
to ending a long-running conf lict. Recognizing its own sins allows a society to
see the humanity and suffering of  “the other,” and thus take concrete steps
toward reconciliation.

In the study’s analysis, collect ive Israeli act ions are described in Israeli textbooks as very negat ive



A nation of  immigrants has to encourage tolerance. An Israeli school in Jerusalem. Photo: Yossi
Zamir/Flash90

(“evil”) f ive percent of  the t ime—not a high degree by any standard. But Palest inian texts describe
collect ive Palest inian act ions this way in zero percent of  their textbooks. 29 percent of  Israeli
textbooks describe Israeli act ions as negat ive or neutral. Only 12 percent of  Palest inian textbooks
do so with their society. 54 percent of  Israeli textbooks describe their society’s act ions as posit ive
or very posit ive. Fully 85 percent of  Palest inian textbooks do the same. In other words, Israeli
textbooks describe their collect ive act ions posit ively just  over half  the t ime. (And this, it  should be
noted, is in a country that is st ill at  war.)

Once again, when it  comes to cases of  self -crit icism the report  chooses examples f rom textbooks
that appear blatant ly weighted in favor of  the Palest inians. It  cites seven examples f rom Israeli
textbooks, including, among others, the portrayal of  the 1946 King David Hotel bombing and the
killings at  Deir Yassin during the War of  Independence. Yet it  gives only one example of  self -
crit icism from a Palest inian textbook, and again, it ’s strikingly out of  context . It  refers to the 7th
century Islamic ruler Omar ibn Al Khattab:

Omar’s policy with his subje cts is an e xample  il lust rat ing how care ful Islam is to  guarante e  subje cts’ rights and
provide  the m with a d ignif ie d  life  whate ve r the ir re lig ion. Whe n Omar saw an e lde rly Je w be gging be cause  of  his
pove rty and ne e d, he  (may God be  p le ase d with him)  to ld  him: “We  we re  unjust  to  you, we  took the  jiz ya (poll tax)
f rom you as a young man, and the n we  abandone d you in your o ld  age .” Omar orde re d that  he  and those  like  him be
spe nt  for out  of  Islamic charity mone y.

As before, the examples taken from Israeli textbooks deal with concrete act ions taken by the
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modern State of  Israel in the current Israeli-Palest inian conf lict . In contrast , the Palest inian text
deals with act ions taken approximately 1,300 years ago by a Muslim ruler who was not a
Palest inian. (Omar hailed f rom Mecca.) It ’s impossible to see how this is related in any way to the
Israeli-Palest inian conf lict , let  alone the Palest inians’ portrayal of  their own society. Indeed, the
reader can be forgiven for thinking that, if  bet ter examples had been found, they would have been
cited instead. And if  this is the best the Palest inian educat ion system can do, one would think the
authors of  the report  would note it . But they don’t .

The f indings on overall self -image are equally telling. The research shows that Palest inian
textbooks portray Palest inians as vict ims 66 percent of  the t ime and only 2 percent as
perpetrators. Israel, in contrast , portrays itself  as a community of  vict ims only 35 percent of  the
t ime and f ive t imes more than the Palest inians, at  10 percent of  the t ime, as perpetrators. Judging
by these results, it ’s hard to understand how Israelis can be described, in the words of  the study’s
own t it le, as “vict ims of  their own narrat ive.”

The report’s attitude is also evident in its analysis of  the textbooks’ treatment
of  religion. The data presented indicate that descriptions of  Islam occur in 50
percent of  Israeli textbooks, whereas Judaism appears in only 15 percent of
Palestinian textbooks. And the examples are again very telling. One Israeli
textbook notes the diversity of  religions who regard Jerusalem as sacred, and
does so in the present tense:

In Je rusale m, a city which is conside re d holy in all thre e  re lig ions, the re  are  praying build ings [sic] with dome s—of
Je ws, Muslims and Christ ians. Among the  build ings with dome s in the  O ld  City: the  Dome  of  the  Rock, the  Al-Aqsa
mosque  of  the  Muslims, the  Church of  the  Holy Se pulche r of  the  Christ ians, the  “Horva” Synagogue  of  Je ws.

In the context  of  recognizing “the other” and advancing the cause of  peace, the Israeli text ’s
recognit ion of  the sanct ity of  Jerusalem—one of  the polit ically hottest  and emot ionally most
st irring issues for Israelis— to non-Jews is, to put it  mildly, signif icant. It ’s strong enough a point  to
think that a presentat ion of  Jerusalem in this way could even pave the way for compromise on
sovereignty over the Old City.

There is no parallel Palest inian text  presented by the study. Of the textbooks surveyed, there was
no ment ion, not even in passing, that  Jews regard the Temple Mount as sacred. Instead, this is
one of  the texts cited by the study as proof of  Palest inian presentat ion of  religious understanding
regarding the conf lict : “The Jews kept Saturdays’ sanct ity and they made it  a day for rest  and
prayer, and they forbid all the work in it , even the work for good, and by healing the pat ients on
Saturday Jesus taught us that the work of  goodness is mandatory all the days even in Sunday.” In
contrast  to the Israeli text , this has no connect ion to the conf lict  and no nat ional or territorial
meaning.

When one puts the media hype aside and examines the Victims study in full, one
almost gets the feeling that the authors didn’t read their own report. In the face
of  overwhelming data, collected by the authors themselves, the report reaches
the baf f ling conclusion that both sides embrace “unilateral and exclusive
national narratives” and that “both Israeli and Palestinian school books
forcefully and consistently establish distinct unilateral and opposing
narratives.” Throughout, they claim, the textbooks show “a lack of  recognition
of  the presence and absence of  information about the other.” Contradicted by



report’s own data, these conclusions are simply unsupportable.

There is a clear and commendable reason that the U.S. State Department funded a study about
textbooks used in schools 6,000 miles away. The idea that open-minded and tolerant educat ion
can advance peace between Israel and the Palest inians in the long term is both inspiring and
realizable. In this sense, the study itself  is a very posit ive step. But the analysis and interpretat ion
of the f indings, and the way they were presented to the public, were a distort ion of  the t ruth. In
this the authors of  the report  failed to meet the State Department ’s most important goal—
promoting and advancing peace.
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