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Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, September 1999, pages 19-20

Special Report

Israeli Texthooks and
Children’s Literature
Promote Racism and
Hatred Toward
Palestinians and Arabs

By Maureen Meehan

Israeli school textbooks as well as children’s storybooks, according to recent
academic studies and surveys, portray Palestinians and Arabs as “murderers,”
“rioters,” “suspicious,” and generally backward and unproductive. Direct
delegitimization and negative stereotyping of Palestinians and Arabs are the rule
rather than the exception in Israeli schoolbooks. =— EN °
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Professor Daniel Bar-Tal of Tel Aviv University studied 124 elementary, middle-
and high school textbooks on grammar and Hebrew literature, history,
geography and citizenship. Bar-Tal concluded that Israeli textbooks present the
view that Jews are involved in a justified, even humanitarian, war against an
Arab enemy that refuses to accept and acknowledge the existence and rights of

Jews in Israel.

“The early textbooks tended to describe acts of Arabs as hostile, deviant, cruel,
immoral, unfair, with the intention to hurt Jews and to annihilate the State of
Israel. Within this frame of reference, Arabs were delegitimized by the use of
such labels as ”"robbers, ""bloodthirsty, and ”"killers,” said Professor Bar-Tal,
adding that there has been little positive revision in the curriculum over the
years.

Bar-Tal pointed out that Israeli textbooks continue to present Jews as
industrious, brave and determined to cope with the difficulties of “improving the
country in ways they believe the Arabs are incapable of.”

Hebrew-language geography books from the 1950s through 1970s focused on the
glory of Israel’s ancient past and how the land was “neglected and destroyed” by
the Arabs until the Jews returned from their forced exile and revived it “with the
help of the Zionist movement.”

“This attitude served to justify the return of the Jews, implying that they care
enough about the country to turn the swamps and deserts into blossoming
farmland; this effectively delegitimizes the Arab claim to the same land,” Bar-Tal
told the Washington Report. “The message was that the Palestinians were
primitive and neglected the country and did not cultivate the land.”

This message, continued Bar-Tal, was further emphasized in textbooks by the
use of blatant negative stereotyping which featured Arabs as: “unenlightened,
inferior, fatalistic, unproductive and apathetic.” Further, according to the
textbooks, the Arabs were “tribal, vengeful, exotic, poor, sick, dirty, noisy,

colored” and “they burn, murder, destroy, and are easily inflamed.”

>

negatively when referring to them. He pointed out that Hebrew- as well as
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Arabic-language textbooks used in elementary and junior high schools contain
very few references either to Arabs or to Arab-Jewish relations. The coordinator
of a Palestinian NGO in Israel said that major historical events hardly get a
mention either.

n~

“When I was in high school 12 years ago, the date ""1948’ barely appeared in any
textbooks except for a mention that there was a conflict, Palestinians refused to
accept a U.N. solution and ran away instead,” said Jamal Atamneh, coordinator
of the Arab Education Committee in Support of Local Councils, a Haifa-based
NGO. “Today the idea communicated to schoolchildren is basically the same:
there are winners and losers in every conflict. When they teach about ”"peace

and co-existence, it is to teach us how to get along with Jews.”

Atamneh explained that textbooks used by the nearly one million Arab Israelis
(one-fifth of Israel’s population) are in Arabic but are written by and issued from
the Israeli Ministry of Education, where Palestinians have no influence or input.

“Fewer than 1 percent of the jobs in the Education Ministry, not counting
teachers, are held by Palestinians,” Atamneh said. “For the past 15 years, not one
new Palestinian academic has been placed in a high position in the ministry.
There are no Palestinians involved in preparing the Arabic-language curriculum
[and] obviously, there is no such thing as affirmative action in Israel.”

In addition, there are no Arabic-language universities in Israel. Haifa University,
Atamneh points out, has had a steady 20 percent Arab student population for the
past 20 years. “How can that figure have remained the same after all these years

when the population in the north [of Israel] has grown to over 50 percent Arab?”

Answering his own question, Atamneh rattles off statistics that reflect excellent
high school scores among Arab students which he contrasts to their subsequent
lower-than-average performance in Hebrew-language college entrance exams
given by the state.

“No major scholarships have ever been awarded to an Arab; there are no dorms
for Arabs and no college-related jobs or financial aid programs. They justify this
. There are

legal discrimination by the fact that we do not serve in the arm
numerous blatant and official methods used to keep Palestinia—=abd‘but gle
universities.”
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ABSENCE OF PALESTINIAN IDENTITY IN
SCHOOLBOOKS

Dr. Eli Podeh, lecturer in the Department of Islamic Studies and Middle East
History at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, says that while certain changes
in Israeli textbooks are slowly being implemented, the discussion of Palestinian
national and civil identity is never touched upon.

“Passages from ““experts’ about the existence of a Palestinian identity were
introduced, but in general it appeared that the textbook authors were not eager
to adopt it,” said Dr. Podeh, adding that “the connection between Palestinians in
Israel and Arabs in Arab countries is not discussed. Especially evident is the lack
of a discussion on the orientation of Palestinians to the [occupied] territories.

“While new textbooks attempt to correct some of the earlier distortions, these
books as well contain overt and covert fabrications,’ said Dr. Podeh. “The
establishment has preferred—or felt itself forced—to encourage the cover-up and
condemn the perplexity.”

One Israeli public high school student told the Washington Report that the
contents of the schoolbooks and the viewpoints expressed by some teachers
indeed have a lasting negative effect on youngsters’ attitudes toward
Palestinians.

“Our books basically tell us that everything the Jews do is fine and legitimate and
Arabs are wrong and violent and are trying to exterminate us,” said Daniel

Banvolegyi, a 17-year-old high school student in Jerusalem.

“We are accustomed to hearing the same thing, only one side of the story. They
teach us that Israel became a state in 1948 and that the Arabs started a war. They
don’t mention what happened to the Arabs—they never mention anything about
refugees or Arabs having to leave their towns and homes,” said Banvolegyi.

Banvolegyi, who will be a high school senior this fall, and then will be drafted
into the Israeli army next summer, said he argues with his friends about what he

regards as racism in the textbooks and on the part of the teachd Hgmoin‘e
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out a worrisome example of how damaging the textbooks and prevailing
attitudes can be.

“One kid told me he was angry because of something he read or discussed in
school and that he felt like punching the first Arab he saw,” said Banvolegyi.
“Instead of teaching tolerance and reconciliation, the books and some teachers’
attitudes are increasing hatred for Arabs.”

Banvolegyi spoke about his schoolmates who, he says, “are dying to go into
combat and kill Arabs. I try to talk to them but they say I don'’t care about this
country. But I do care and that’s why I tell them peace and justice are the only
ways to work things out.”

RACIST ISRAELI UPBRINGING

Considering what the schools have to offer, both Banvolegyi and Atamneh agree
that the oral tradition is one of the few ways to get the story straight.

“Unfortunately Israeli children’s books are not an option for promoting equality
in this society,” said Atamneh, citing a book written by Israeli writer/researcher
Adir Cohen called An Ugly Face in the Mirror.

Cohen’s book is a study of the nature of children’s upbringing in Israel,
concentrating on how the historical establishment sees and portrays Arab
Palestinians as well as how Jewish Israeli children perceive Palestinians. One
section of the book was based on the results of a survey taken of a group of 4th
to 6th grade Jewish students at a school in Haifa. The pupils were asked five
questions about their attitude toward Arabs, how they recognize them and how
they relate to them. The results were as shocking as they were disturbing:

Seventy five percent of the children described the “Arab” as a murderer, one who
kidnaps children, a criminal and a terrorist. Eighty percent said they saw the
Arab as someone dirty with a terrifying face. Ninety percent of the students
stated they believe that Palestinians have no rights whatsoever to the land in

Israel or Palesti
srael or Palestine == EN °
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Cohen also researched 1,700 Israeli children’s books published after 1967. He
found that 520 of the books contained humiliating, negative descriptions of
Palestinians. He also took pains to break down the descriptions:

Sixty six percent of the 520 books refer to Arabs as violent; 52 percent as evil; 37
percent as liars; 31 percent as greedy; 28 percent as two-faced; 27 percent as
traitors, etc.

Cohen points out that the authors of these children’s books effectively instill
hatred toward Arabs by means of stripping them of their human nature and
classifying them in another category. In a sampling of 86 books, Cohen counted
the following descriptions used to dehumanize Arabs: Murderer was used 21
times; snake, 6 times; dirty, 9 times; vicious animal, 17 times; bloodthirsty, 21
times; warmonger, 17 times; killer, 13 times; believer in myths, 9 times; and a
camel’s hump, 2 times.

Cohen’s study concludes that such descriptions of Arabs are part and parcel of
convictions and a culture rampant in Hebrew literature and history books. He
writes that Israeli authors and writers confess to deliberately portraying the
Arab character in this way, particularly to their younger audience, in order to
influence their outlook early on so as to prepare them to deal with Arabs.

“So you can see that if you grew up reading or studying from these books, you'd
never know anything else,” said Atamneh.

“But in the case of Palestinians, we grow up 500 meters away from what used to
be a town or village and is now a Jewish settlement. Our parents and
grandparents tell us all about it; endlessly they talk about it. It’s the only way.”

Maureen Meehan is a free-lance journalist who covers the West Bank and Jerusalem.

EN Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 7121



03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

SIDEBAR

www.stopmoskowitz.org

Now it is possible to keep abreast of all the legal loopholes and
money shuffling Irving Moskowitz is doing daily simply by checking
out the following Internet address: <
http://www.stopmoskowitz.org (http://www.stopmoskowitz.org/)>.
The Web site is sponsored by the Coalition for Justice in Hawaiian

Gardens and Jerusalem.

The statement of purpose on the Web site deals with Moskowitz’s
financial maneuvers to buy Arab properties in East Jerusalem with
profits made from a “non-profit” bingo club in Los Angeles County’s
smallest and most impoverished city, Hawaiian Gardens.

There are press releases and letters the coalition has sent to State
Attorney General Bill Lockyear which question the legality of
Moskowitz’ manipulation of Redevelopment Agency Funds to expand
his gambling facilities in Hawaiian Gardens.

Another section deals with news stories from the U.S. and Israeli
press which examine the danger the Florida millionaire poses to
Israeli citizens with his schemes to buy or confiscate Arab land for
“Greater Israel.” One quote from the Meretz Party’s Ornan Yekutieli
states: “The investments of Moskowitz in the city [Jerusalem] are
blood money. We and our children will pay for it in blood, while he
sits in his bingo mansion in Miami and throws lit matches onto the

Jerusalem gunpowder keg.”

Rabbi Haim Dov Beliak, a co-founder of the coalition, alleges that the
Poland-born Moskowitz and his non-profit foundation g

impoverishing Hawaiian Gardens and exploiting the Law=0 EN °
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“volunteers” who work 363 nights a year in the bingo club for tips
only.

The real nightmare, Rabbi Beliak predicts, would occur if California
permits Moskowitz to open the Hawaiian Gardens Card Club, which
could bring an additional $100 million a year in profits for him to
siphon to extremist right-wing Jewish organizations in Israel.

—Pat and Samir Twair

Top 10 articles in this category...

® 1999 September Table of Contents (/1999-september/1999-september-
table-of-contents.html)

e Behind the Myths: What Israeli Historians Say About 1948 Ethnic
Cleansing (/1999-september/behind-the-myths-what-israeli-
historians-say-about-1948-ethnic-cleansing.html)

e Personality: Shafig W. Kombargi (/1999-september/personality-shafig-
w.-kombargi.html)

e The Cost of Israel to U.S. Taxpayers: U.S. Aid to Israel Now Exceeds
$90 Billion (/1999-september/the-cost-of-israel-to-u.s.-taxpayers-u.s.-

aid-to-israel-now-exceeds-$90-billion.html)

e Muslim and Arab Americans Start Coordinated Political Action on
Secret Evidence, Jerusalem, Election (/1999-september/muslim-and-

tENideIe

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 9/21

arab-americans-start-coordinated-political-action-on-
jerusalem-election.html)



03/10/2025, 10:14

Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

Books The Agent: The Truth Behind the Anti-Muslim Campaign in
America (/1999-september/books-the-agent-the-truth-behind-the-anti-
muslim-campaign-in-america.html)

Israel’s Cult of Disinformation and the Complications of Basing a
Policy Upon a Foundation of Lies (/1999-september/israels-cult-of-
disinformation-and-the-complications-of-basing-a-policy-upon-a-
foundation-of-lies.html)

Chicago Palestinian-American Describes 36 Days of Israeli Detention
(/1999-september/chicago-palestinian-american-describes-36-days-of-
israeli-detention.html)

Israeli-Iranian Contracts Cause Caspian Countries, Oil Companies to
Reassess Possibilities (/1999-september/israeli-iranian-contracts-
cause-caspian-countries-oil-companies-to-reassess-possibilities.html)

Arab-American Activism: ADC’s 16th National Convention Gives Arab
Americans a Pro-Active Agenda (/1999-september/arab-american-
activism-adcs-16th-national-convention-gives-arab-americans-a-pro-
active-agenda.html)

17 SEPTEMBER 1999 HITS: 9583

Tags: ‘ Special Report (/tag/special-report.html) “

From Our Archives (/component/tags/tag/from-our-archives.html)

Disqus seems to be taking longer than usual. Reload?

EN Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html

10/21



03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

NEWS AND ANALYSIS Fﬂ:ﬂl'ﬂ.ﬂuﬂﬂ ABOUT THE MIDDLE EAST AND U.5. POLICY IN THAT REGION Sﬁﬂstm
Washington Report —

.. “on Middle Lmt []uu's s
(https://sfsdata.com subscr1berserv1ces AccountStart html’PUB—WR)

By Starting Now, Arab Americans and Muslim Americans Can Make Election Year 2000 a Turning
Point (/1999-september/by-starting-now-arab-americans-and-muslim-americans-can-make-election-year-
2000-a-turning-point.html)

Using “Secret Evidence” Based on Translation, Transcription Errors, U.S. Orders Two Iragi Kurds Deported
(/1999-september/using-secret-evidence-us-orders-two-iraqgi-kurds-depo.html)

~> WRMEA HEADLINES
N

DISPATCHES FROM GAZA (/DISPATCHES-FROM-GAZA/)

When the Search for Bread Becomes an Act of Resistance
(/log-in.html)

Thursday, 02 October 2025

EN Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 11/21




03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

=~ it
v Ry (D

w22 EREE R
| -
4

DISPATCHES FROM GAZA (/DISPATCHES-FROM-GAZA/)

The Suffering of Hypertension Patients in Gaza: A
Humanitarian Crisis Amid Genocide (/log-in.html)

Wednesday, 01 October 2025

ISRAEL-PALESTINE (/ISRAEL-PALESTINE/)

Honoring Awdah Hathaleen: Confronting Settler Violence and
Demanding Accountability (/log-in.html)

Tuesday, 30 September 2025

=N Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 12/21

DISPATCHES FROM GAZA (/DISPATCHES-FROM-GAZA/)



03/10/2025, 10:14

Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

The Last Libero: The Story of Ahmed Al-Mufti (/log-in.html)

Saturday, 27 September 2025

DISPATCHES FROM GAZA (/DISPATCHES-FROM-GAZA/)

Nutella and Bullets (/log-in.html)

Friday, 26 September 2025

DISPATCHES FROM GAZA (/DISPATCHES-FROM-GAZA/)
Envisioning a Future in Dark Times (/log-in.html)

Thursday, 25 September 2025

=N Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html

13/21



03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

lIDDLE EAST BOOK

AND M(C

www.middleeastbooks.com

NEW ARRIVALS (/NEW-ARRIVALS/)

October 2025 New Arrivals (/log-in.html)

Wednesday, 24 September 2025

J Beep,
N Mo signs of
N Llife yet.

2025 OCTOBER (/2025-0CTOBER/)

The World Looks at the Middle East: Cartoons (/log-in.html)

Tuesday, 23 September 2025

- YOUR ELECTED OFFICIALS WHAT YOU TH

IENT DONALD TRUNP SECRETARY OF STATE MARCD RUE

IESIDENT JOVANCE 5. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

SNBMSYIAAR LS AVE, W 2200 T 5T MW

MNGTON, DC 20500 WASHINGTON, DC 20520

[EMT LINE: (205 456-1111 PHOMNE: (208) 4474675

AHITEHDUSE GOVWCONTACT VISIT WA STATE GOV T E-MAIL
ANY MEMBER: L7l ANY SENATOR
115 HOUSE OF LIS SEMATE
REFRESENTATIVES TF' VIASHINGTON
WASHINGTON, BC =
515 G2 21021
(20 255 3121

2025 OCTOBER (/2025-OCTOBERY/)

=N Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 14/21



03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

Other People’s Mail: Trump Must End Aid to Israel (/2025-
october/other-peoples-mail-trump-must-end-aid-to-
israel.html)

Monday, 22 September 2025

| eter v the Fadiwor
P 1ikh s W
W rlii.lll_'lull.”f A

PLersT wiTnes, UrE

2025 OCTOBER (/2025-0CTOBER/)

Letters to the Editor: The Outsized Influence of Foreign
Lobbies (/2025-october/letters-to-the-editor-the-outsized-
influence-of-foreign-lobbies.html)

Sunday, 21 September 2025

> CONFERENCE ARCHIVE
N

2015 Conference Supplement Table of Contents (/the-israel-lobby-is-it-good-for-
the-us-is-it-good-for-israel/2015-conference-supplement-table-of-contents.html)

2016 May Table of Contents (/2016-may/2016-may-table-of-contents.html)
2017 May Table of Contents (/2017-may/2017-may-table-of-contents.html)
2018 May Table of Contents (/2018-may/2018-may-table-of-contents.html)
2019 May Table of Contents (/2019-may/2019-may-table-of-contents.html)

=N Q

https://www.wrmea.org/1999-september/israeli-textbooks-and-childrens-literature-promote-racism-and-hatred-toward-palestinians-and-arabs.html 15/21



03/10/2025, 10:14 Israeli Textbooks and Children’s Literature Promote Racism and Hatred Toward Palestinians and Arabs

> SINCE YOU'RE HERE...

A

We have a small favor to ask...

... More people are reading the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs than ever
but advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. Our independent,
investigative journalism takes a lot of time, money and hard work to produce. But
we do it because we believe our perspective matters - because it might well be your
perspective, too.

Unlike many news organizations, we haven't put up a paywall - we want our
journalism to remain free and open to everyone. Democracy depends on reliable
access to information. By making our journalism publicly available, we're able to
hold governments, companies and institutions to account, and offer our diverse,
global readership a platform for debate and commentary. This encourages us all to
challenge our opinions on what's happening throughout our world. By supporting the
Washington Report - and just giving what you can afford - you can help us ensure
that everyone has access to critical information for years to come.

If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps to support it, our future
would be much more secure. For as little as $1, you can support the Washington
Report - and it only takes a minute. Thank you.

Support the Washington Report (https:/www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_s-
xclick&hosted_button_id=FZJ2KCLCBGJVS),
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