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Abstract 

Now That I’ve Seen Their Faces: 

Contact, Social Justice, and Tourism in Israel/Palestine 

by 

Emily Schneider 

 

Tourism is an expanding battleground of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since the 

founding of the state, Israel’s supporters have used tourism as a mechanism to socialize 

diaspora Jews and other travelers into supporting Israeli institutions, namely the military. As 

a counterforce to this mobilization, Palestinians, alongside Jewish/Israeli activists, have also 

been employing tourism as a method to garner support for justice and human rights in the 

region. This dissertation examines the power and limits of tourism to engender transnational 

solidarity. 

In a wider sense, this dissertation sheds light on the power of exposure, empathy, and 

intercultural contact to shift political sympathies and allegiances. I investigate these topics 

through a case study of Jewish Americans’ experiences on alternative tours to the Occupied 

Palestinian Territories. Based on an analysis of 87 in-depth interviews, 400 survey responses, 

as well as three years of participant observation, I use tourism as a lens to examine the 

barriers to Jewish solidarity with the Palestinian cause. Given the ways that Jewish 

Americans are typically shielded from Palestinian perspectives and encouraged to support the 

state of Israel, I use these tours as a microcosmic case to understand what happens when 

privileged populations are exposed to injustices suffered by marginalized peoples in the 

Global South. 
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These tours challenge participants’ stereotypes of Palestinians as dangerous and 

primitive along with participants’ absolutist ideas of Jewish moral purity and victimhood. In 

addition to these outcomes, the visceral experience of witnessing Palestinian suffering at the 

hands of Israeli violence causes many participants to develop greater animosity towards 

settlers and right-wing segments of Israeli society. I argue that this focus on settlers, as 

aberrations from Israeli institutions rather than extensions of them, can function to organize 

participants’ outrage around a population that remains conceptually separate from wider state 

institutions. 

Simultaneously, while participants move past stereotypes of Palestinians as inherently 

violent, a differential conception of Israeli versus Palestinian violence remains in place. 

Despite empathetic, emotional reactions to sites such as the checkpoint, participants continue 

to understand Israeli participation in military violence as involuntary and often necessary. At 

the same time, participants continue to unequivocally oppose all forms of Palestinian 

violence. This inconsistency appears rooted in participants’ associations of Israeli violence 

with a form of social control, and associations of Palestinian violence with disruption and 

deviance. The persistence of these fundamental currents of privilege and racism within 

tourists’ ideologies reveals the ways that allegiances to unjust status quos can remain in 

place, despite increased levels of empathy and intercultural understanding. 

My findings demonstrate the ability of tourism and intercultural contact to expand 

compassion and to mobilize transnational activists. On the other hand, they also reveal the 

ways that tourism, as a medium for social change, may preserve some of the most 

fundamental elements of inequality, due to economic forces within the tourism industry. 

Taken together, these conclusions illuminate how racialized conceptions of the right to 
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violence often go unnoticed and unchallenged in progressive movements for social change. 

Lastly, through revealing the limits of appealing to those with power through empathy, this 

dissertation urges movements for social change to prioritize the redistribution of power, 

rather than focus exclusively on the ideological transformation of those in power. 
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Introduction 

My Journey to Scholar-Activism 
 

 
A few days before my high school graduation, all of the students in my class were 

asked to pick a country’s flag to hold during our graduation ceremony. We were told to 

choose a flag that represented our identity, and to pick a country that meant something to us, 

our family, or our heritage. I immediately wanted the Israeli flag. Although I had never been 

to Israel before, it was an easy decision. The Star of David, bordered by two thick, matching 

blue lines, was an image that had long been woven into my sense of self. 

As a preschooler, I colored in the lines of that flag, learning early on how to draw a 

“Jewish Star.” I didn’t want to draw regular stars. I was Jewish, and I was proud to have a 

special star that was different from my classmates’. In elementary school, I learned about the 

mystical Dead Sea, where people floated on water. I turned the pages of children’s books 

about the colorful markets of Beer Sheva and the holiness of Jerusalem. I was told that Israel 

was my people’s redemption after the greatest moral catastrophe in modern human history. 

My grandparents and great-grandparents had emerged from the ashes of pure evil and hate. 

Despite insurmountable challenges, they defied racism and violence, and they had created 

Israel, a small place where my people would finally be safe and free. 

On my first day of college, I proudly placed a four-by-six-inch Israeli flag in my 

dorm room. I liked that it communicated my unique identity, and I liked that, to me, it stood 

for the principles I believed in – principles of equality, liberation, and freedom. 
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Two events led to my decision to take down the flag. The first was a play called “My 

Name Is Rachel Corrie.” Rachel Corrie was a 23-year-old American activist who was killed 

by an Israeli bulldozer while she was protesting the demolition of Palestinians’ homes in 

Gaza. A poster hanging in the student center with the words “Israel,” “human rights,” and 

“activist” had caught my eye, so a friend and I decided to go to the play without any 

knowledge of who she was and what had happened to her. Within minutes of the curtains 

opening, I realized that Rachel, a blonde, recent college graduate, looked a lot like me, talked 

like me, and thought like me. By the end of the play, I also realized that the country I loved, 

the place that symbolized my ethno-religious identity in the United States and deepest 

convictions had killed her. They killed someone who, as a fifth grader, chose her class 

project to be on ending world hunger. I was once a fifth grader who wanted to end world 

hunger. Israel had murdered someone like me. 

The second event was a lecture at the University of Colorado - Boulder by a 

representative of the Palestinian Authority (PA). From what I remember, the speaker, a low-

level member of the PA, didn’t say anything particularly inflammatory. He did, however, say 

something about Israel’s racist policies, which was enough to set me off. I stood up in tears 

and made some nonsensical argument about my mother, a white convert to Judaism, being 

allowed to immigrate to Israel, and how this openness to all Jews was proof of Israel’s lack 

of racism. At the time, I could not understand how my focus on Israel’s Law of Return, a law 

that exclusively grants Jews immigration privileges over all others, perfectly exemplified the 

speaker’s argument.  

What happened next was one of the most tense and disorienting events of my life. 

The entire audience began glaring and then booing me. The man behind me even threw 
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something toward my head. My friend and I were trapped in the first row between the 

speaker and a swarm of fifty liberal Boulderites whose looks of disgust sent me into a panic. 

The Q&A ended shortly after, and the people around us continued to hurl insults at me 

throughout the evening as I floated between defensiveness and tears. One woman walked up 

to me and calmly reassured me that with time I would see the truth. 

Fast forward three years, and I am living in Israel, dating an Israeli soldier. I have a 

budding criticism of what I once thought about this place, but I am still skeptical and 

cautious of conflicting information. I decide to take a tour with a Palestinian company that 

will lead me through the occupied West Bank. I spend four hours getting from our apartment 

in Tel Aviv to East Jerusalem. First, I take the Northbound train instead of the Southbound 

train. I get off in a town called Kfar Saba, not realizing that Jerusalem is Southeast of Tel 

Aviv. Luckily, there is a train that leaves soon and takes me in the correct direction. Once I 

arrive, I manage to reach Damascus gate, the Old City’s iconic landmark of crossover from 

West to East. I stumble through the winding, unnamed streets of East Jerusalem and arrive at 

the tour’s meeting point. 

I sit nervously in the designated Palestinian hotel in East Jerusalem, not sure if I am 

in the right place. Finally, the guide arrives, and sees me sitting alone in the empty restaurant 

with a cup of mint tea. He’s annoyed and reluctantly asks if I’m here for the tour. I smile, and 

eagerly walk towards him, clumsily grabbing my backpack and raincoat. He begins to tell me 

that the tour is probably going to be cancelled since no one else has shown up. I quickly jump 

into a passionate recounting of my long, arduous journey to Jerusalem. I beg him to take me 

around, even if it’s just for a little bit. He agrees. 
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For a moment, my racist upbringing causes me to wonder about the Palestinian 

guide’s intentions. Am I safe? Is he going to kill me? What am I doing here alone? Even 

though these fears quickly subsided, I remain embarrassed that the thoughts crossed my 

mind. Our first stop is a gas station. It’s clear we’re not following a normal tour route, but I 

am excited for the adventure. I sit in a plastic chair next to three Palestinian men smoking 

Shisha, while my guide goes in to buy two Cokes and a bag of potato chips. I notice that all 

the buildings around me are a gray-white color. There’s trash everywhere. Piles of 

construction materials and cement blocks with thick twisted bolts eerily surround us. The 

economic inequality between this Palestinian town on the edges of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv is 

stark.  

After our Cokes and some friendly banter with the men on the plastic chairs, we drive 

to the infamous separation wall. I’ve been told up until now that this wall keeps me safe 

because it keeps the terrorists out. The piles of trash are even taller here, and the sea of gray-

white cement is refreshingly disrupted by colorful graffiti. I have lots of questions for my 

guide. “Isn’t this wall necessary for security?” “What about the 90 percent drop in suicide 

bombings?” “Wait a second,” he replies. He lights a cigarette and leans back into his seat. 

“See that opening in the wall over there? Within the time we’re sitting here, I bet you 20 

shekels that someone is going to come and cross right through that opening in the wall.” I sit 

in fidgety anticipation, not sure whether to hope he is right or wrong. 

Sure enough, within about five minutes, a young man with a small red backpack 

cautiously approaches the wall. He looks left and right, and then slides his body through the 

narrow opening, carefully stepping over a pile of rubble. Within a few seconds he has taken 

off running into the Western, Israeli-controlled side of Jerusalem. My guide was right. I went 
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home that night waiting to hear on the news about a terrorist attack in Jerusalem, or at least 

about a Palestinian infiltrator being caught on the other side of the wall. 

 It didn’t take long after that tour for me to understand that people like the man with 

the red backpack weren’t sneaking into Israel to kill Jews, as I had been led to believe. Soon 

after the tour, I began reading books and articles that led me to the realization that the wall 

wasn’t really about security. I found that it was easier now for me to hear the arguments that 

I had previously resisted, that the wall was there to confiscate land and to control the 

Palestinian people. More reading, debate, and travel all painted a clear picture of a civilian 

population that was being systematically denied their most basic rights by the state of Israel. I 

realized I had been wrong. My political views continued to shift dramatically throughout the 

months after the tour. 

Since that first trip into the West Bank, I have devoted the majority of the last ten 

years to activism and to research that seeks social justice and peace for Israelis and 

Palestinians. I have worked with Israeli parliament members and Jewish-American activist 

groups, led political campaigns, and written op-eds. I also spent several years living in the 

region, where, for a while, I worked as a grant writer for a joint Israeli-Palestinian NGO. In 

this role, I developed an initiative called Walls2Windows, which ran tours to the West Bank. 

My goal was to reach other Jewish Americans who were traveling in the region, and to bring 

them to see the same sites of injustice that had such a profound impact on me. I teamed up 

with Palestinian partners to bring as many people as I could on tours like the one I had 

experienced. Yet, as I watched hundreds of people go on these trips, I began to realize that 

not everyone was walking away with the same ideological transformations as me. Most 
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people did not become activists, and they continued to support the status quo even after 

witnessing the suffering of Palestinians. 

This dissertation explores the social forces and ideological mechanisms that prevent 

people from caring about injustices despite witnessing them. Based on my years of fieldwork 

and analysis, I use the case of Jewish tourism to the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) 

to demonstrate the potential and limits of exposure to counter-narratives in shifting political 

consciousness.  

Jewish-American tourism to the OPT is a useful case study to understand the ability 

of alternative information to change political landscapes. First, tourism is an intense 

corporeal experience. The combination of physical place with direct human contact offers 

one of the most effective platforms to facilitate experiences that are seen as valid and moving 

by participants. Furthermore, on account of this apparent effectiveness, more and more social 

justice organizations and activist groups are using tourism as a tool to promote human rights 

advocacy and to grow their international bases. In the last decade, nearly every progressive 

Israeli NGO working to end the occupation has begun offering tours as part of its 

organizational strategy. Similarly, a growing number of Palestinian activists are engaging in 

tourism and so-called solidarity trips to involve international visitors in the struggle for 

Palestinian liberation. With activists and NGOs counting on these tours to effect social 

change, it is crucial, from the position of scholar-activism, to understand these tours’ impacts 

and their wider role in the struggle for social justice.  

Jewish tourism to the OPT is also a revealing case study because of American Jews’ 

unique relationship to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Many Jewish Americans, myself 

included, are socialized from childhood into supporting the state of Israel. Simultaneously, 
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they are also socialized to maintain prejudiced views of Palestinians and to understand their 

quest for liberation as a form of personally-threatening, anti-Semitic violence. In a 2018 poll, 

70 percent of American Jews at least somewhat agreed that “caring about Israel is an 

important part of my being a Jew.”1 For most American Jews, Israel is not simply another 

country in the Middle East. It represents their identities, their values, and it is often a strong 

source of pride and meaning. Accordingly, examining how American Jews react to 

Palestinian perspectives and to evidence of Israel’s human rights violations offers a window 

into tourism’s potential to shift political allegiances. By focusing primarily on a group of 

people who hold a vested interest in the narratives that these tours seek to deconstruct, I can 

uncover tourism’s potential to effect social change as well as the ideological mechanisms and 

social forces that prevent such change from occurring. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

In the following chapter, I provide a historical overview of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. I wrote this history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with a critical eye towards the 

facts that were shielded from me throughout my upbringing. Through this approach, I hope to 

provide a context for the nationalist myths that enable continued disregard for inequality and 

oppression in Israel/Palestine within the Jewish-American community. I draw inspiration 

from feminist scholars of color, such as Patricia Hill Collins (2000) and Kum-Kum Bhavnani 

(1993), who remind their readers that academic standards for objectivity are typically rooted 

in patriarchal and racist systems that protect themselves against subversive knowledge. As 

such, the writing of history is an act that is often rooted in the power imbalances and erasures 

                                                
1 Source: https://www.ajc.org/news/survey2018 
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that I aim to address through this dissertation. Nonetheless, it is with these perspectives in 

mind, that I briefly trace the events of the past 150 years in Israel/Palestine. 

In chapter two, I review the literature on tourism, attitude change, and Jewish identity 

to situate my research within relevant scholarship. Next, in chapter three, I discuss my 

methods as a scholar-activist engaged in community-based research as well as my data for 

this dissertation.  In chapter four, I analyze the mechanisms by which many American Jews 

become socialized into an allegiance to the Israeli state as well as the ways that Palestinians 

are represented as primitive, violent, and untrustworthy in mainstream Jewish institutional 

spaces. In particular, I focus on Birthright, a free ten-day tour to Israel, and how this staple 

experience of Jewish-American young adulthood solidifies differential perceptions of Israelis 

and Palestinians. In chapter five, I analyze two tour organizations, Breaking the Silence 

(BTS) and Walls2Windows (W2W), to explore young Jewish Americans’ reactions to sites 

of injustice in the West Bank. I highlight the separation wall, the checkpoint, and the 

settlements in Hebron to explore the ways that these locations interact with tourists’ existing 

ideologies. In addition, I discuss the power and limits of humanization through tourists’ visits 

to Palestinians’ homes. In this chapter, I reveal the ways that differential conceptions of 

Israeli and Palestinian violence are not only maintained, but even reinforced by these 

alternative tours. By focusing on Israeli settlers as deviations from Israeli institutions, rather 

than the institutions themselves, the tourist’s belief in the righteousness of the Israeli military 

is able to remain intact.  

In chapter six, I discuss the organizational structure and pedagogical approach of 

Encounter, the leading tour organization bringing American Jews to the West Bank. Based 

on content analysis, participant observation, and in-depth interviews, I analyze the ways that 
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Encounter’s model of change both transforms and reinforces power structures. In particular, I 

focus on how the organization’s strategy of appealing to powerful Jewish leaders can 

perpetuate an adherence to current exclusionary frameworks. On the one hand, Encounter’s 

depoliticized emphasis on listening and thoughtful reflection facilitates transformative 

experiences for a wide range of Jewish leaders. Rabbis, summer camp directors, and Jewish 

federation heads experience increased levels of empathy and compassion towards 

Palestinians through Encounter’s trips. On the other hand, however, by working within 

mainstream Jewish institutions, Encounter must represent Palestinians and the political 

content of their tours in ways that are palatable to a mainstream Jewish-American audience. 

By deconstructing this duality, I explore the advantages and disadvantages of using tourism, 

as a form of intra-institutional education, to promote social change.  

I conclude by offering recommendations for organizations using tourism as a tool for 

social change as well as by relating this case study to wider considerations in sociology and 

the quest for social justice. In particular, I focus on the lessons from my fieldwork in terms of 

the ways that educational initiatives, and tourism in particular, can avoid reinforcing the 

status quo and instead operate as a tool for political transformation. 
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Chapter One 
 

Historical Context:  

A Sociological Analysis of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

 

Zionism – National Liberation and Settler Colonialism 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a nationalist conflict fueled by tensions over land, 

indigeneity, and settler colonialism (Gelvin 2005, Seikaly 2015, Smith 1988, Spangler 2005). 

As a modern and secular phenomenon, the origins of the violence between Israelis and 

Palestinians can be traced to the rise of Zionism. Popularized by texts such as Theodor 

Herzl’s (1896), The Jewish State and Leo Pinsker’s (1881) Auto-emancipation, Zionism is 

the political ideology and movement for a Jewish national home (Smith 1988). Although 

early Zionists actually entertained several locations for the Jewish state, including Uganda 

and Argentina, Zionism today signifies the movement for a Jewish state in Israel/Palestine 

(Spangler 2005). An early Zionist mantra to describe the establishment of the Jewish state in 

Palestine goes “a land without a people for a people without a land” (Seikaly 2015, Shapira 

1992). The fact that Palestine was inhabited by over half a million people, who were 

beginning their own quest for national independence around the same time as the Zionist 

movement, lies at the root of the conflict (Sekaily 2015; Khalidi 1991).   
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One of the major ideological beliefs that groups like Jewish Americans tend to 

associate with Zionism, is that it represents the return of the Jewish people to their ancient 

homeland, Eretz Yisrael.2 As the Israeli National Anthem goes: 

As long as within our hearts 
The Jewish soul sings, 
As long as forward to the East   
To Zion, looks the eye – 
Our hope is not yet lost, 
It is two thousand years old, 
To be a free people in our land 
The land of Zion and Jerusalem.3 

Every year at Passover Seders across the United States, American Jews recite the phrase 

“next year in Jerusalem,” Jerusalem being Israel’s current capital4 (Saxe and Chazan 2008).  

Similarly, on tours to Israel, like Birthright, young Jewish Americans are constantly 

reminded of the Jewish people’s millennia-old connection to the land of Israel. 

Another major belief that characterizes mainstream conceptions of Zionism, is that 

Zionism was a response to heightened anti-Semitism (Smith 1988, Avineri 1979). Diverging 

from the majority of Jews in Europe at the time, early Zionist thinkers of the late nineteenth 

century argued that the Jewish people would never achieve full equality in their respective 

societies, and that national, self-rule was the most viable option to secure Jewish prosperity 

and safety (Gelvin 2005). For example, as Pinsker (1882) writes: 

The essence of the problem, as we see it, lies in the fact that, in the midst of nations 
among whom the Jews reside, they form a distinctive element which cannot be 
assimilated, which cannot be readily digested by any nation… We must prove that the 
misfortunes of the Jews are due, above all, to their lack of desire for national 
independence; and that this desire must be aroused and maintained in them if they do 

                                                
2 See for example the website of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which begins its page on “Facts about 
Israel” by discussing Eretz Yisrael as the Jewish people’s birthplace. 
https://mfa.gov.il/MFA/AboutIsrael/History/Pages/Facts%20about%20Israel-%20History.aspx 
3 Hativkah, the Israeli National Anthem: https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/national-anthem-of-israel 
4 Though declared the capital of Israel by the Israeli government (recently reinforced by U.S. President Trump), 
many countries do not recognize Jerusalem as the Israeli capital due to its status as an occupied territory and 
instead have their embassies in Tel Aviv. 
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not wish to exist forever in a disgraceful state – in a word, we must prove that they 
must become a nation.5 
 

Pinsker, a prominent Zionist leader of the late nineteenth century, largely blames anti-

Semitism on Jews’ lack of desire for national independence. In this way, he not only rejects 

assimilation, but also draws attention to Zionism’s marginality as an ideology within the 

Jewish community at the time.  

Even though Zionism is widely understood as a response to European anti-Semitism, 

especially among groups such as American Jews, Avineri (1979) points out that the rise of 

Zionism occurred during a period of relative calm and equality for the Jewish people in 

Europe. According to Avineri, the spread of Zionism was largely a reaction to the daily 

dilemmas that many Western European Jews faced as they tried to assimilate in Europe. As 

European countries moved towards a form of “tolerance” that replaced older forms of 

discrimination and exclusion, European Jews were forced to conform to an exclusionary 

form of secularism (Avineri 1979). For example, Jews were expected to work and operate 

businesses on Shabbat, and to attend public schools that taught versions of national history 

that omitted Jewish experiences. As such, religious Jews, in particular, found their lifestyles 

at odds with the constraints and expectations of such capitalist forms of secularism, despite 

their governments’ efforts to implement more democratic conceptions of citizenship. Avineri 

(1979) concludes that this inability to situate Jewish life within the context of European 

secularism, alongside rising global movements to secure liberation and independence through 

nationalism in the third world, played major roles in the rise of Zionism. 

Despite the popularity that Zionist thought gained during the late 1880s, it remained a 

relatively marginal ideology throughout the nineteenth century (Pressman 2016). Instead, 

                                                
5 For the full text, see: https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/quot-auto-emancipation-quot-leon-pinsker 
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most European Jews opted to assimilate into their respective societies or to immigrate to the 

United States (Pressman 2016). Nonetheless, a small number of predominantly Eastern 

European Jews decided to immigrate to Palestine towards the end of the nineteenth century, 

which at the time was under Ottoman rule (Smith 1988). The first aliyah6, from 1881 to 

1903, was sparked by an uptick in Russian pogroms that occurred during the period of de-

liberalization that ensued after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II (Gelvin 2005). These 

25,000 Jews arrived in Palestinian cities such as Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Haifa and struggled to 

maintain an agrarian lifestyle, lacking knowledge of the region as well as effective farming 

techniques (Gelvin 2005).  

 

Land, Colonialism, and Peoplehood at the Turn of the Century 

While the first aliyah involved greater cooperation between Jews and Palestinians, the 

second aliyah and third aliyah were more distinctly driven by separatism between Zionist 

Jews and Palestinian Arabs (Caplan 1978). In particular, concepts such as “Hebrew Labor” 

defined these periods of Jewish settlement, with Zionism’s focus on securing national 

independence through economic independence (Lucas 1975). Zionist leaders such as David 

Ben Gurion, who would later become Israel’s first Prime Minister, argued that only through 

expanding beyond the niche occupations that most Jews occupied in Europe, and having 

Jews contribute to all sectors of the economy, could full liberation be achieved (Hertzberg 

1997). This type of ideological stance pervaded Jewish institutions such as the Histadrut and 

Haganah, both of which operated to empower the Jewish population in Palestine (Robinson 

2013). Together, such policies and practices signaled to the Palestinian population Zionism’s 

                                                
6 Hebrew term for Jewish immigration, often translated as “ascent” 
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exclusionary tendencies and its lack of interest in creating a state where Palestinians would 

be treated as equals (Spangler 2005).  

As the Zionist movement grew in numbers, it was also strengthened in terms of its 

political and financial resources. Organizations such as the Jewish National Fund provided 

Zionist settlers with funds to pursue land acquisition and ownership (Grannot 1952). Several 

decades before the first aliyah, in 1858 and 1867, the Ottoman Empire had passed land 

reforms in an attempt to centralize taxation for land-holding subjects (Owen 1982). 

Palestinian peasants, who were often in debt to larger landowners, resisted such measures 

(Stein 1984). Furthermore, in order to avoid taxation as well as the possibility of military 

conscription, Palestinians often put land deeds under the name of a single owner, typically 

notables who acted as absentee landlords (Schölch 1982). Despite these legal procedures, 

Palestinian peasants continued to live on and work the land, assuming that they still held 

customary rights to it (Stein 1984) This legal situation enabled Zionist Jews to purchase the 

land from absentee landowners without the consent of the land’s actual inhabitants (Cohen 

1993). In many ways, these early years of Zionist immigration and land acquisition are 

emblematic of the underlying currents of capitalism and colonialism that enabled the Zionist 

defeat of the Palestinians. In other words, a global legal and economic system that privileged 

European Zionists over indigenous Palestinian Arabs set the foundation for Palestinians’ 

eventual displacement and dispossession. 

World War I ended Ottoman rule in Palestine and ushered in the British Mandatory 

period. As Smith (1988:50) writes: 

Initially disinterested in Palestine, Britain would ultimately see it as a key factor in its 
wartime calculations and imperial ambitions. This led to the Balfour Declaration of 
November 1917, which promised Zionists a national home in Palestine. 
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Through the Balfour declaration in 1917, the British government officially sanctioned the 

idea of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, despite the fact that Jews made up just six percent of 

Palestine’s population at the turn of the century (Friedman 1992, Seikaly 2015). The 

declaration read: 

His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a 
national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate 
the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done 
which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish 
communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any 
other country.7 
 

Balfour, and the subsequent economic protections that Zionists enjoyed during the Mandate 

period, sparked resistance among Palestine’s Arab inhabitants, who staged protests, strikes, 

and other forms of civil disobedience (Seikaly 2015). In 1936, a massive Arab boycott, 

commonly referred to as the Arab Revolt, took place throughout the country (Porath 1974). 

The revolt lasted for nearly three years, before it was quelled by the British in 1939 through 

methods such as mass detention, torture, imprisonment, and the killing of over ten percent of 

Palestinian males. Following the Arab Revolt, the British attempted to appeal to the 

Palestinians with the 1939 White Paper (Hurewitz 1950). Even though the White Paper 

called for limits on Jewish immigration, it was seen as insufficient by Palestinian leaders who 

remained steadfast in their opposition to Zionist settlement and British imperialism 

(Wasserstein 1978).  

In response to the rising unrest in the region, the Peel Commission was tasked with 

evaluating the situation in Palestine and making recommendations to restore peace (Marlowe 

1959). In 1937, the commission recommended dividing the land into two states, one for the 

                                                
7 For the full text of the Balfour declaration, see: 
https://www.knesset.gov.il/lexicon/eng/BalfourDeclaration_eng.htm 
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Arabs and one for the Jews. The Jewish state was to be composed of twenty percent of the 

mandate’s territory, while the rest would merge with Transjordan to create an Arab state 

(Gelvin 2005). Palestinian Arabs rejected the plan, while Zionist leaders expressed 

reservations but ultimately sanctioned it (Bethell 1979).   

Beyond the political and economic resources that Zionist organizations enjoyed, 

European Jews also benefited from the ways that Palestinians were dehumanized by colonial 

powers. Edward Said (1978) writes how both the British and Zionists viewed Palestine “as 

essentially empty of inhabitants … because their status as sovereign and human inhabitants 

was systematically denied.” As Seikaly (2015) explains, throughout the years of the British 

Mandate, it was not that Palestine was perceived by the Zionists and British as having no 

“people,” but that the Palestinian people were not considered “a people.” Therefore, despite 

rich cultural customs, a distinct Palestinian dialect, diverse political movements, and a 

complex class structure, Palestinians were, and are to this day, often homogenized as 

“undeveloped” peasants and pawns of the surrounding Arab countries (Khalidi 1991; Kusher 

and Solomon 2003; Said 1979; Sekaily 2015). As Kusher and Solomon write of mainstream 

Zionist ideology’s treatment of the Palestinians: 

Zionism has produced a long, shameful, and debilitating history of denial – one 
warned of as far back as the earliest stages of the movement … it goes like this: The 
Palestinians cannot be mentioned for they do not exist. They are no such people. They 
are an invention of the Arabs to provide a pretext for destroying Israel, a pre-text for a 
second Holocaust. They are Hashemite Jordanians; let Jordan take them. They are an 
invention of the anti-Semite; they are the latest fad of the left. There were not 1.2 
million of them living in British Mandate Palestine before 1946. There were only 
600,000; there were 250,000; there were fewer than that. They sold their land, and 
they stole their land. They have no culture and no history; they are death-obsessed; 
their children are crazy with hate; they have refused kindness from their enemies; for 
their own sufferings … They have only themselves to blame (2003:5-6). 
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In contrast, Zionist Jews’ efforts during the early 20th century to represent themselves as a 

racial-ethnic group that deserved national rights resonated with the Europeans (Robinson 

2013). This differential treatment of Palestinian-Arabs and Zionist-Jews by colonial powers 

in terms of both economic development and perceived humanity aided in the Zionist 

movement’s ability to secure a national homeland in Palestine.  

For many, the perceived necessity of a national Jewish home and the threat of 

racially-driven anti-Semitism was solidified by the Nazi Holocaust. From 1941 to 1945, Nazi 

Germany and its collaborators murdered six million Jews and ten million people in total 

(Smith 1988). After years of intensified persecution, Hitler enacted the final solution 

whereby Europe’s Jews were systematically sent to the concentration camps to be murdered 

in masse (Smith 1988). In addition to targeting the Roma, homosexuals, people with 

disabilities, ethnic Poles and Slavs, as well as prisoners of war, the Nazi genocide killed two-

thirds of Europe’s Jewish population and destroyed around 5,000 Jewish communities. The 

scope and devastation of the Holocaust confirmed for many world powers the necessity of a 

Jewish state as well as the urgency of the Zionist cause. Until this day, the Holocaust 

continues to represent the most pressing, moral justification for Israel’s existence in the eyes 

of many Israeli and American Jews (Novick 1999).8  

 

Partition and the Eve of Statehood 

By the mid 1940s, Jewish paramilitary groups, including the Haganah, as well as the 

more radical LEHI and Irgun, had escalated attacks against the British in Palestine (Bell 

1996). In February of 1947, the British transferred the problem of mounting unrest in the 

                                                
8 See also, the Israeli film Defamation, which chronicles Jewish Americans’ associations of Zionism with the 
Holocaust and Anti-Semitism 
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region to the newly created United Nations. The UN General Assembly then commissioned 

the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) to determine a solution 

(Robinson 2013). In August 1947, the committee issued both a majority report, which 

recommended partition, along with a minority report, which recommended a single federal 

state (Gelvin 2005). The majority report resulted in the approval of UN Resolution 181,9 

which was passed on November 29, 1947 by a vote of thirty-three to thirteen, with ten 

abstentions (Urofsky 1978).  

 UN Partition Plan 
                                                
9For the text of UN Resolution 181, see: 
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/7F0AF2BD897689B785256C330061D253 
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At the time of the vote, Jews made up about one third of Palestine’s total population, 

which in 1945 was just over 1.8 million people (Gelvin 2005). Like the Peel Commission of 

the 1930s, Resolution 181 called for the creation of two states, one Arab and one Jewish. Yet 

despite the fact that Palestinian Arabs continued to make up the majority of the region’s 

population, only 42 percent of the land was allocated to the Arab state, with 55 percent set to 

become the Jewish state (the remaining land was to become an international zone) (Tessler 

1994). In addition, the Jewish state was to control Palestine’s most fertile coast, which boded 

well for Zionist industries’ continued economic advantages over the Palestinians. 

Palestinians rejected the idea of partition on the grounds of their right to self-determination 

and indigeneity, while Zionists accepted the plan albeit with reservations (Pressman 2016). 

Robinson (2013) notes how a combination of imperialist interests, Zionist diplomacy, and 

Western guilt over the Holocaust all led to this outcome, where the Zionists were allocated 

over half of Palestine’s land, despite being only one third of the population.  

 

1948 - War of Independence/The Nakba, “Catastrophe” 

Before the vote for partition, Britain declared its intentions to withdraw its troops 

from Palestine by May 1948 (Gelvin 2005). Knowing that the UN’s vote would not be 

enforced, civil war immediately broke out, leading to what is known today as the War of 

Independence for Israel and the Nakba or “catastrophe” for Palestinians. In the first half of 

the fighting, a Palestinian militia of less than 7,000 people confronted the well-trained, more 

heavily armed 50,000-member Haganah, which would later become the Israeli Defense 

Forces (Makdisi 2008). Following Israel’s Declaration of Independence on May 14, 1948, 

Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq sent forces to Palestine, expanding the fighting to the 
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interstate level (Shlaim 1988). Battles ensued between a prepared and united Zionist front, 

now consisting of 65,000 fighters, and a divided and disorganized coalition of Arab armies, 

who collectively numbered less than 50,000 troops (Makdisi 2008). Although often presented 

in mainstream Israeli and American-Jewish spaces as a David and Goliath-like scenario, 

where the tiny Jewish state defeated a ruthless invasion by surrounding Arab armies, as 

Flapan summarizes, “the military superiority of the Jews over both the Palestinian Arabs and 

the invading Arab armies was never in dispute” (cited in Makdisi 2008: 249). This 

conception of Israel’s creation as a heroic and defensive victory often characterizes Israeli 

and American Jews’ thinking regarding the events of 1948.10 As Kamalipour (1995) 

describes, the David and Goliath framework functions to locate Palestinian resistance within 

ahistorical, moralizing themes that uphold the Israeli state’s righteousness and excuse its 

violence against Palestinians. As he writes (1995: 67), “the David and Goliath frame… 

suggests an inherent good/evil dichotomy, thus delegitimizing the Palestinian national 

aspirations by locating the impetus for action in the essential evil nature of the Palestinian.”  

During the 1948 war, 65 to 85 percent of the Palestinian population fled or was 

expelled from the region (Gelvin 2005). The conditions of their expulsion remain a source of 

controversy, with many Jewish/Israeli leaders claiming that Palestinian civilians left the 

country voluntarily.11 In the face of these claims, both Palestinian and Israeli historians have 

unearthed a growing body of evidence that demonstrates the ways that Zionist/Israeli forces 

engaged in concerted efforts to empty Palestinian villages of their residents (Makdisi 2008, 

Morris 1987, Pappe 2006). In particular, Israel’s “new historians,” are often credited with 

                                                
10 See for example, Moriel Rothman-Zecher’s Sadness is a White Bird for an emotional account of American 
and Israeli-Jewish sentiments towards the events of 1948. 
11 See Ilan Pappe’s  (2017) Ten Myths About Israel for a discussion of this claim. 
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having brought to light resounding evidence that Zionist forces engaged in an intentional 

military campaign, known as Plan Dalet, to reduce the region’s Palestinian population 

through expulsion (Morris 2001). Furthermore, Zionist attacks, including documented 

massacres such as Deir Yassin, created an atmosphere of terror, which prompted Palestinian 

civilians across the country to flee from their homes and seek refuge (Morris 1987, Gelvin 

2005, Cohen 2014).  

The extent to which Palestinians were forced from their homes at gunpoint versus by 

indirect circumstances does not change the fact that Palestinians have since been denied the 

right to return to their homes. As Christie writes: 

By refusing to consider the refugee problem except in the framework of a peace 
settlement with the surrounding Arab states, they linked together two matters which 
had no moral connection: for the return of the refugees was an obligation to which 
they owed not to the surrounding inhabitants of Arab states but to the Palestinian 
Arabs themselves, as inhabitants of the land they had conquered… After 1984, the 
first step to peace was that Israel should recognise its responsibility to the Arabs who 
lived in its territory but had been displaced by the fighting. Only this could have set in 
motion a train of events leading towards peace; and only Israel could have taken the 
step. Israel never did so, and its attitude was accepted by western powers (1998: 214). 
 

Through the 1948 war, Israel expanded beyond the territory that had been allotted to it under 

the partition plan. It now controlled 78 percent of historical Palestine. In the aftermath of the 

Nakba, the Palestinian population found themselves geographically fragmented, with only 

133,000 of the original 860,000 Palestinians now living within the new state of Israel (Smith 

1988). The majority of Palestinians, who were forced out of the country, were now scattered 

throughout the world, with many living under the former Palestinian regions of the Gaza 

Strip and the West Bank (Morris 1987). Until this day, around five million Palestinians 

refugees are denied the “right of return,” which for both Israeli and American Jews is often 

seen as a non-negotiable and unreasonable Palestinian demand, since it could end the 
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country’s Jewish demographic majority.12 As a result, Palestinians remain displaced, with 

around 1.5 million Palestinians still living today in refugee camps in neighboring countries 

such as Jordan and Lebanon as well as the Israeli-controlled Occupied Territories of the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip.13 These refugees camps make up one of the key stops on the tours 

analyzed for this dissertation, namely the Walls2Windows tour, which visits the refugee 

camps of Aida and Dheisheh in Bethlehem.   

 

Race and the Mizrahim 

Having engaged in concerted efforts to dramatically reduce the number of 

Palestinians living in the new Israeli state, Israel simultaneously devoted significant 

resources to increasing its Jewish population. In 1950, the Israeli Knesset14 passed the Law of 

Return, which granted every Jew the right to immigrate to the state of Israel (Gelvin 2005). 

The largest waves of immigration during this period involved Jews from Middle Eastern 

countries. Operations such as "Magic Carpet," which brought Yemenite Jews to Israel 

between 1949 and 1950, and "Ali Baba" which facilitated the immigration of Iraqi Jews from 

1950 to 1951, characterized the Israeli government’s methodological, racialized efforts to 

shift the demographic character of the new Israeli state (Meir-Glitzenstein 2011).  

Despite their Jewishness, the Mizrahim, also known as Sephardi Jews, were subject to 

much of the same orientalist racism that European Jews maintained towards Palestinians 

(Shohat 1988). Mizrahim were viewed by the Zionist elite as backwards and primitive, and 

                                                
12 For a discussion of this issue, see Schreier and Sucharov’s (2016) Forward article: 
https://forward.com/opinion/352075/if-israel-lets-in-palestinian-refugees-will-it-lose-its-jewish-character/ and 
Alex Joffe’s (2016) response https://forward.com/scribe/352766/the-right-of-palestinian-return-would-mean-
the-end-of-jewish-israel. 
13 See the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East website: 
https://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees 
14Parliament 
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they were subjected to humiliation and exploitation upon their arrival to Israel (Al-Ali 2007; 

Rejwan 2004). For example, the Mizrahim were pressured to give up Arabic for Hebrew and 

eschew their cultural and religious practices, and to this day, are treated as second-class 

citizens in Israel (Lavie 2014). All the while, Zionist institutions continue to promote the idea 

that these operations were acts of rescue and heroism. As Meir-Glitzenstein describes: 

Despite its catastrophic characteristics, the immigration from Yemen was described in 
terms of rescue, miracles, and redemption—a combination of eschatological and 
orientalist concepts. In the following years “Operation Magic Carpet” was 
commemorated in the naming of streets and was praised in literature, poetry, 
historical research, and in the collective memory of Yemenite Immigrants in Israel, 
becoming one of the establishing images of the relationship between the state and its 
Mizrahi citizens. It presented these Jews as victims of persecutions by hostile Arab 
rule, victims who were sentenced to poverty and to social and cultural degeneration. 
According to this image, Israel was portrayed as a rescuer of these wretched Jews 
(2011: 149). 
 
Analyzed in conjunction with Zionism’s continued dehumanization of Palestinians 

and the movement’s collusion with Western imperialism, the Israeli state’s treatment of the 

Mizrahim emphasizes the racialized components of Zionism and its ties to white supremacy 

(Shohat 1988). In particular, Mizrahi-Ashkenazi relations in Israel underscore the 

institutional components of white-supremacist states, despite the potential racial complexities 

of their populations. In regards to this dissertation, which focuses on the experiences of 

American Jews in Israel/Palestine, it is important to note that the majority of Israeli Jews (52 

percent) are not white.15 In fact, only about 20 percent of the people living in Israel/Palestine 

are Ashkenazi, or of European origin,16 compared to 90 percent of American Jews.17 As such, 

Jewish-American travel to Israel/Palestine can be situated within the wider scholarship on 

                                                
15 See: https://cija.ca/resource/israel-the-basics/demographics-of-israel/ 
16 https://www.haaretz.com/pa-palestinians-to-outnumber-jews-by-2020-1.5285402 
17 http://theoncologist.alphamedpress.org/content/1/5/335.full 
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tourism that focuses primarily on white tourists’ journeys into countries whose populations 

are predominately people of color (Bruner 2004, Kincaid 1988).   

 

1967 - The Occupied Territories 

Following the establishment of the Israeli state, low-level conflict continued with 

several hundred Israeli deaths and several thousand Arab18 deaths from 1948 to 1956 (Morris 

1999). Meanwhile, the Palestinians in Israel, who today are referred to as Israeli-Arabs or 

Palestinian citizens of Israel, were subjected to Israeli military rule (Gelvin 2005). In 1956, 

the Suez Crisis ensued, which involved a joint Israeli-French-British attack on Egypt (Smith 

1988). The next major conflict was the “Arab-Israeli” war of 1967, also referred to as the 

Six-Day War. Over the course of six days, Israel conquered the Gaza Strip and Sinai 

Peninsula from Egypt, the Golan Heights from Syria, and the West Bank from Jordan 

(Gordon 2008). For Israel’s supporters, the Six-Day War symbolized a miraculous victory on 

account of the war’s brevity and scope. It is this nostalgic belief that Israeli acted defensively 

during the war, despite its massive territorial gains, that sustains many Israeli and American 

Jews belief in the morality of Israel’s occupation.19  

While the Sinai Peninsula was returned to Egypt, as part of a 1979 peace treaty 

between the two countries, the Golan Heights, West Bank, and Gaza Strip remain under 

Israel’s control to this day (Smith 1988). On June 27th, 1967, Israel annexed East Jerusalem, 

as part of the West Bank, as well as the Golan Heights (Gordon 2008). While most of the 

                                                
18 I use the term Arab here acknowledging its problems in terms of the ways it can erase the experiences of 
Mizrahim or Arab Jews 
19 For example, see the popular website, “Jewish Virtual Library’s” description of the 1967 war 
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/background-and-overview-six-day-war 
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Golan’s inhabitants were expelled or fled during the war, about 6,500, primarily Druze, 

residents remained and became Israel citizens (Harris 1978). 

 Territory conquered in the 1967 war 

 

Today, the Druze often serve in the Israeli military and cooperate with Israeli institutions, for 

example, by acting as military court translators for the Israeli state (Hajjar 2005). This 

cooperation is the result of specific strategies undertaken by the Israeli government to 

cultivate a Druze identity that would be compatible with Israeli rule, combined with tactical 

decisions among the Druze community to maintain legitimacy and protection within the 

Israeli state (Firro 1999). This decontextualized “diversity” within the Israeli military is 
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frequently touted in tokenizing ways on tours to Israel, like Birthright, which functions to 

portray Israel as a democratic state committed to equality and ethnic pluralism.20 

 In contrast, East Jerusalem Palestinians were not granted citizenship after the 1967 

war, and to this day, are legally considered “residents” of Jerusalem rather than citizens of 

the state of Israel. This positions East Jerusalem Palestinians in a precarious and exploitable 

status as non-citizens who are institutionally dependent on the Israeli state. Unlike 

Jewish/Israeli Jerusalemites, Palestinian Jerusalemites can have their right to live in Israel 

revoked, are denied basic services such as water, electricity, and access to public schools, and 

they live under the constant threat of both administrative and punitive house demolitions.21 

Such issues were often highlighted on the tours profiled in this study. An analysis of tourists’ 

reactions to these issues in East Jerusalem can be found in the beginning of chapter five. 

The majority of these tours’ itineraries, however, took place inside the West Bank 

cities of Bethlehem and Hebron. Since 1967, Palestinians in the West Bank have lived under 

full military occupation without the right to citizenship or residency in Israel. As Gordon 

argues: 

The unwillingness to offer the Palestinians inhabitants of the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip citizenship has been informed by…militaristic and messianic ideologies… and 
involves demographic concerns. The different Israeli governments have always 
contended that Israel is the homeland for the Jews and therefore Jews must retain a 
clear majority within its territory (2008: 6). 
 

                                                
20 For example, in the following Birthright itinerary, Birthright includes a visit to a Druze village under the title 
of “Being the Other,” where the Druze are presented as Israel’s pleasant, friendly minority after a lecture that 
lumps Iran, ISIS, the Palestinians, Lebanon and Syria together as geopolitical threats: 
https://www.birthrightisrael.com/uploads/original/3e37c210045f449b3c7515d5da0b6902.pdf  
See also Hasbara efforts such as this: http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/muslim-druze-and-jewish-students-band-
together-to-improve-israels-global-image/ 
21 For more information on these human rights abuses, see the Israeli human rights organization, B’tselem’s 
reports on the status of East Jerusalem: https://www.btselem.org/topic/jerusalem 
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As such, Israeli military rule in the West Bank is guided by a policy of seeking the maximum 

amount of land with the fewest number of Palestinians (Gordon 2008). This desire to 

maintain a Jewish demographic majority, while expanding Israel’s territorial hold on the 

West Bank was frequently emphasized on tours such as Windows2Windows (W2W), and 

described to be a driving force behind Israeli policies in the West Bank. In addition, tour 

guides emphasized that despite living under Israeli rule for the overwhelming majority of the 

Israeli state’s existence, Palestinians are, to this day, denied their basic right to citizenship.  

As non-citizens, the primary legal basis for the rights of Palestinians in the Occupied 

Palestinians Territories (OPT) stem from the Fourth Geneva Convention, which states that an 

occupying power must protect the well-being of civilians in the territories it controls.22 The 

Fourth Geneva Convention also forbids the transfer of an occupying power’s civilian 

population into its conquered territories. Immediately following the 1967 war, the Israeli 

government, which was at the time led by the center-left Labor party, authorized the 

construction of settlements in the West Bank, citing military considerations (Gelvin 2005).  

 

Israeli Settlement in the West Bank 

                                                
22 For the full text of the 4th Geneva Convention see:  
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/385ec082b509e76c41256739003e636d/6756482d86146898c125641e004aa3c5 
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By the 1970s, Israeli settlement growth had expanded and taken on a more overtly 

ideological character (Feige 2002). Led by Menachem Begin and Ariel Sharon, the Israeli 

government worked hand-in-hand with the religious-nationalist movement Gush Emunim to 

rapidly increase the number of Israelis living illegally (according to international law) in the 

OPT (Gelvin 2005). Right-wing ideological movements that advocate for further settlement 

of the West Bank continue to be driven by a commitment to settling “greater Israel” or the 

ancient biblical lands of Eretz Yisrael (Spriznak 1991).  

Yet despite the major roles that right-wing nationalist and religious sectors of Israeli 

society play in sustaining the settler movement, researchers such as Lein (2002) have pointed 

to the ways that Israeli settlement in the West Bank is part and parcel of mainstream, Israeli 

government policies. Under both right-wing and left-wing coalitions, Israel has continued its 

policy of land confiscation and settlement expansion in the Occupied Territories (Lein 2002). 

Even under the leadership of Yitzhak Rabin, the Labor party’s revered champion for peace 

with the Palestinians, the number of settlers in the West Bank continued to substantially 

increase (Aronson 1996). The Israeli settler population has thus exponentially grown since 

the 1967 war, with over 600,000 settlers living in the occupied West Bank and East 

Jerusalem today.23  For decades, Israeli leaders have emphasized the unity of the biblical 

lands of Judea and Samaria24 with the state of Israel (Shehadeh and Kuttab 1980). In 

addition, all markers of the Green Line (the armistice lines that separate the West Bank from 

Israel proper) have been erased from most Israeli maps and textbooks, documents that 

provide a basis for many Jewish Americans’ education on the region (Cohen 2002, Brown 

                                                
23 See Human Rights Watch’s 2018 report on Israel/Palestine - https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-
chapters/israel/palestine# 
24 Biblical terms for the West Bank 
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2001). This printed erasure is cemented by Israelis’25 ability to travel freely in and out of 

Israeli settlements and into Israel-proper with little, if any, physical markers of their crossing 

into the West Bank.   

 

Source: Israeli NGO, “Peace Now” website based on data from the Israel Central Bureau of 
Statistics26 
 

In general, American Jews hold more dovish views towards peace with the 

Palestinians and are more critical of the settlements than their Israeli counterparts (Maltz 

2018). A 2018 survey conducted by the American Jewish Committee found that a majority of 

American Jews, 59 percent, would be willing to evacuate at least some of the settlements, 

compared to only 39 percent of Israeli Jews. Similarly, while only 35 percent of American 

                                                
25 OPT Palestinians are denied the right to travel into Israel proper 
26 Accessed 12/27/18 online: http://peacenow.org.il/en/settlements-watch/settlements-data/population 
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Jews said they were opposed to dismantling any settlements, a majority of Israeli Jews, 54 

percent, expressed such total opposition to the removal of Israeli settlements (Maltz 2018). 

Yet despite these differences in Jewish-American and Jewish-Israeli views, American 

immigrants to Israel make up a disproportionate number of Jewish settlers living in the 

Occupied Palestinian Territories. As a recent New York Times article by Sara Yael 

Hirschhorn (2015) describes: 

Today, according to American government sources and several other studies, an 
estimated 12 to 15 percent of settlers (approximately 60,000 people) hail from the 
United States. This disproportionately large American contingent — relative to the 
total number of American-Israelis — has joined secular, religious and ultra-Orthodox 
Israelis, and other more recent immigrants. Few of them live in extremist hilltop 
outposts; a majority live in suburbanized settlements near Jerusalem, but they are 
considered among the most highly ideological.27 

 
Beyond the ideological support that settlements receive in both American and Israeli 

Jewish communities, the continued growth of settlements can be traced to a number of 

economic and military advantages that Israeli governments have consistently enjoyed. For 

example, Israeli settlements provide military advantages to the state by enabling Israeli 

soldiers to operate from within the Palestinian territories (Gelvin 2005). This physical 

proximity to Palestinian towns and villages is thought to strengthen Israel’s intelligence 

capacities as well as the Israeli military’s ability to monitor and control Palestinian life 

through roadblocks, checkpoints, and other similar measures (Khalili 2012).  

In addition, the settlements provide major economic incentives for the Israeli state 

(Gordon 2008). For example, by appropriating Palestinian land, Israel gains access to natural 

resources as well as the economic dependency of a captive source of both labor and 

consumers (Gordon 2008). Finally, Israeli settlements in the West Bank operate as “facts on 

                                                
27 https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/06/opinion/sunday/israeli-terrorists-born-in-the-usa.html 
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the ground.” By building more settlements, returning land to the Palestinians in a future 

Palestinian state becomes more costly and disruptive, giving the Israeli state a more valuable 

bargaining chip for peace negotiations (Gelvin 2005). These “facts on the ground” also 

provide a basis for the continuing refinement of what Jeff Halper terms, the “matrix of 

control.”28 Through a complex web of settlements and other Jewish-only spaces, combined 

with an extensive system of walls, fences, roadblocks, military bases, and checkpoints, these 

various elements of Israel’s military occupation function together to limit Palestinian 

movement and maintain Israel’s control over the Palestinian population (Weizman 2017). 

Therefore, rather than simply being a matter of religious fanaticism, Israeli settlements are a 

fundamental element of Israeli government policy in the West Bank. In addition, concurrent 

with the widespread advantages that they provide to the Israeli state, illegal Israeli 

settlements are unilaterally opposed by only a small fraction of both Israeli and American 

Jews. According to the 2018 American Jewish Committee poll, only 15 percent of American 

Jews and four percent of Israeli Jews stated that they would be willing to dismantle all of the 

settlements in the West Bank (Maltz 2018). 

 

Intifada, Oslo, and the Transition from Colonization to Separation  

Reminiscent of the early Zionist rhetoric of bringing modernization to the 

Palestinians (through conquering them), the early years of Israel’s occupation were presented 

as a moral, civilizing endeavor (Gordon 2008). As Gordon explains: 

On the one hand, the morality and the temporary nature of the occupation were 
incessantly reiterated, while, on the other hand, a series of apparatuses and practices 
attempted to alter the citizenry’s conception of its borders by erasing the Green Line 
(2008: 7). 

                                                
28 See Jeff Halper’s publications through the Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions, for example: 
https://icahd.org/get-the-facts/matrix-control/ 
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During the first two decades of the occupation, when travel between the West Bank and 

Israel was less restricted, Palestinians provided a direct source of labor inside of Israel 

(Tamari 1988). As such, Palestinians living in the West Bank experienced a degree of 

unification with the Palestinians who had become citizens of Israel after 1948 (Khalidi 1997). 

Palestinian affairs such as schooling, healthcare, and other social services were managed by 

the Israeli state (Zaccai 1987). Yet despite Israel’s claims of benevolence, Palestinians 

routinely resisted the unjust conditions of the occupation, which were exacerbated by their 

treatment as exploited workers inside Israel and at sites of militarized repression such as 

Israeli checkpoints (Schiff and Ya’ari 1990). 

By the late 1980s, Palestinian resistance to the occupation reached a boiling point, 

and the character of Israel’s rule in the Occupied Territories went through a significant 

transformation (Gordon 2008). Throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Palestinians 

engaged in forms of civil disobedience as well as more violent confrontations with the Israeli 

military, in a movement that came to be known as the first intifada (King 2007). Images of 

Palestinian resistance spilled into the international media, with Palestinian civilians facing off 

against Israeli tanks and soldiers (Lockman and Beinin 1999). While many Israeli and 

American Jews associate the word intifada with suicide bombings and other forms of 

extreme violence, much of the Palestinians’ resistance during this period involved acts such 

as raising the Palestinian flag, distributing leaflets, and graffitiing political slogans - acts that 

were nonviolent, albeit illegal under early Israeli military rule (King 2007).   

After the first intifada, which lasted from 1987 until 1991, Israel began to reorganize 

its strategy for occupation. Gordon (2008) argues that this set the foundation for the state’s 

shift from a politics of life to a politics of death. Drawing from Foucault (1978), Gordon 
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argues that, when operating through a politics of life, Israeli rule was individualized, in that it 

was distributed through forms of disciplinary and bio-power. In addition to administering 

social services such as healthcare and education, the Israeli state’s punishment of Palestinians 

was exacted on a more individual, case-by-case basis through methods such as assassinations 

and arrests. Gordon (2008), argues that as Palestinians began to withdraw their consent from 

participating in Israeli institutions, this model of rule was no longer sustainable. To adjust, 

Israel shifted from colonization of the Palestinian people to separation from the Palestinian 

people. In his analysis, Gordon emphasizes that while Israel attempted to rid itself of 

responsibility for the Palestinian people during this time, it did so under a simultaneous drive 

to maintain its hold on Palestinian land. As part of this process, the late 1980s also saw the 

formation of Hamas, which filled much of the gap left by the Israelis in terms of providing 

social services to the Palestinian people in the West Bank and Gaza Strip (Gordon 2008).  

The period between the first and second intifadas, from 1991 to 2000, served as a 

time of relative hope and potential transformation in Israeli-Palestinian relations. In 1993, 

Israeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin and head of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, 

Yasser Arafat signed an agreement in Washington D.C. that laid out a plan for a future peace 

treaty between the two groups called the Oslo Accords (Carey 2001). The agreement led to 

the creation of the Palestinian Authority (PA), which operates today as a semi-autonomous 

governing body for the Palestinian people (Gordon 2008). The Oslo Accords also divided the 

West Bank into three areas under the premise of eventual Palestinian self-rule – a promise 

that would grow increasingly out of reach as time passed (Enderlin 2003, Said 2001).  
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The signing of the Oslo Accords 

 

Area A was to be under the “full” control of the Palestinian Authority, Area B would 

entail PA civil control and Israeli security/military rule, while Area C would remain under 

full Israeli military rule (Gordon 2008). Today, Area C constitutes over 60 percent of the 

West Bank, as Palestinian territory continues to shrink.29 Currently, between 180,000 and 

300,000 Palestinians live in Area C, where they are denied basic services, as they are neither 

citizens of Israel nor under the jurisdiction of the PA. Israeli settlers living in Area C, on the 

other hand, enjoy all of the same benefits and rights as Israeli citizens living inside the Green 

Line. Many of the tours included in this dissertation, such as Encounter, take Jewish 

                                                
29 See for example, reports from the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs: 
https://www.ochaopt.org/location/area-c 
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Americans to Palestinian villages in Area C in order to expose them to the difficult legal and 

material conditions that Palestinian civilians in these areas must endure.30 

  

Map of Areas A, B, and C under the Oslo Accords 

                                                
30 For more information on the situation of Palestinians in Area C, see B’Tselem’s extensive reports on the 
subject: https://www.btselem.org/publications/124/all 
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In mainstream Jewish institutional spaces in both Israel and the United States, the 

Oslo Accords are often described in terms of the generous offer of independent statehood that 

the Palestinians rejected out of stubbornness and contempt for the Jewish state (Dershowitz 

2003). A deeper examination of the accords and the processes that unfolded upon their 

signing, however, reveal two primary outcomes of the agreement. One, the further 

segmentation of Palestinian land, and two, the outsourcing of the management of Palestinian 

civil affairs from the Israeli military to the Palestinian Authority (Gordon 2008). Following 

the division of the West Bank into Areas A, B, and C, Palestinians found themselves further 

fragmented through what scholars and activists have referred to as an archipelago, whereby 

Palestinians are confined to various “islands” surrounded by a “sea” of Israeli control (Kelly 

2016). In terms of outsourcing the occupation, as Raja Shehadeh describes: 

The PLO had struck a political bargain with the Israeli government: In return for 
recognition and permission to return to the occupied territories, the Palestinians 
would police the local population and refrain from insisting that Israel cease its 
settlement activities (cited in Gordon 2008: 169) 
 

The Oslo Accords did not bring about a Palestinian state. Instead, they served as a 

mechanism for Israel to further divide the West Bank and to shift its apparatus of control 

from one of direct rule to a form of indirect rule by proxy of the Palestinian Authority 

(Gordon 2008). This outsourcing in turn allowed Israel to maintain its control over the 

territories, without the moral, economic, and political costs that the first intifada aroused 

(Gordon 2008).   

Seven years later, the promise of a Palestinian state remained elusive and the second 

intifada erupted on September 29, 2000 (Hajjar 2005). In what Richard Falk (2002) termed, a 

“death dance,” tactics such as Palestinian suicide bombings and massive Israeli military 

assaults on highly populated Palestinian communities left nearly 1,000 Israelis and over 
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3,000 Palestinians dead by the end of 2004.31 The trauma and devastation of the second 

intifada impacted Palestinians and Israelis deeply, scarring both populations to the present 

day (Solomon and Lavi 2005). Jewish Americans, too, were emotionally impacted by the 

second intifada, with Jewish-American institutions frequently organizing commemorations 

for Israeli victims as well as other acts of solidarity with the Israeli people.32 This sense of 

victimization, alongside a rising dehumanization of Muslims and Arabs, was reinforced by 

the 2001 September 11th attacks (Hajjar 2005). By associating Palestinian suicide bombings 

with decontextualized, “Islamic” terrorism, both the media and U.S. political leaders 

contributed to understandings of Palestinian violence as ahistorical and anti-Semitic 

(Kamalipour 1995). In addition, these popular representations overshadowed the nonviolent 

resistance that also took place during the second intifada, enabling populations such as 

American Jews to maintain greater sympathy for Israelis over Palestinians during this time 

(Norman 2010).  

As Gordon (2008) describes, the second intifada solidified Israel’s transition from a 

separation principle to a colonialization principle of rule, and from a politics of life to a 

politics of death. No longer responsible for Palestinian civilian affairs nor dependent on 

Palestinians as a form of cheap labor, Gordon (2008) argues that Israel was now able to 

engage in demonstrations of power and collective punishment that were based on separation 

rather than a dialectic of dependency. In addition, without a Palestinian state to deliver to its 

people, the Palestinian Authority began to lose legitimacy (Smith 1988). This in turn opened 

up space for Hamas to increase its popularity as an alternative to the PA, which was starting 

                                                
31 For additional resources on the second intifada see: https://www.justvision.org/glossary/second-intifada 
32 Israeli victims of the intifada were frequently represented to the American public as victims of anti-Semitic 
violence, for example see, Meotti 2009, A New Shoah: The Untold Story of Israel’s Victims of Terror 
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to be seen by Palestinians as ineffective, corrupt, and even a puppet of Israeli and Western 

interests (Hass 2005). Together, Gordon (2008) argues that this outsourcing of the occupation 

to the Palestinian Authority, along with the increased militarization and violence on both 

sides of the conflict, led to a politics of death, whereby Palestinian lives could be more easily 

disregarded by the Israeli state. 

The clearest manifestations of this separation principle and politics of death can be 

seen in Israel’s recent actions in the Gaza Strip. In 2005, Israel removed its civilian 

settlements from Gaza and transitioned from a more traditional form of colonization to a state 

of militarized separation (Rynhold and Waxman 2013). Rather than police Palestinian life 

through checkpoints and an on-the-ground military presence, the Israeli state instead opted 

for methods of control in the forms of siege and large-scale military campaigns (Weizman 

2011). Shortly after Israel’s withdrawal of its civilian settlements, Hamas won the 2006 

Palestinian legislative elections, leading to increased hostilities (Migdalovitz 2010). While 

mainstream Jewish-American and Israeli accounts consider the events of 2005 to be evidence 

of Israel’s “withdrawal” from the Gaza Strip, numerous human rights researchers and 

activists have drawn attention to the fact that Gaza has never been considered a sovereign 

country. Instead, the Gaza Strip remains under siege through a total air, sea, and land 

blockade administered by Israel and Egypt.33 34  

                                                
33 See UNRWA’s discussion of the blockade and subsequent humanitarian crisis in Gaza 
https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/gaza-strip 

34 One prominent incident of activists bringing attention to the blockade involved the Mavi Marmara flotilla, 
during which a “pro-Palestinian Free Gaza Movement and the pro-Hamas Turkish Humanitarian Relief Fund 
organized a six-ship flotilla to deliver humanitarian aid to Gaza and to break Israel’s blockade of the territory.” 
This resulted in the deaths of nine Turkish activists, who were killed by Israeli commandos at sea. 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a523592.pdf 
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In 2009, Israel launched a massive assault on the Gaza Strip, known as Operation 

Cast Lead. Most Israeli and American media sources blamed (and continue to blame) the 

escalation in violence on the crude, short-range rockets that Palestinian militants often launch 

into Israel during times of heightened tensions.35 According to B’Tselem, from December 27, 

2008 until January 18, 2009, Israeli security forces killed 1,398 Palestinians, while 

Palestinians killed nine Israelis.36 Only three years later, Israel launched Operation Pillar of 

Defense (Stein 2013). Though a smaller-scale offensive, the same strikingly disproportionate 

number of casualties resulted from the attacks, with 167 Palestinians (the majority of whom 

were civilians) and two Israelis killed.37 Despite the Israeli government’s claims that the 

Israeli Defense Force (IDF)’s strikes only targeted Hamas terrorists, several eye-witness 

accounts, including a B’Tselem report, challenge the Israeli government’s stance that the 

operation was “surgical” and primarily affected Palestinian combatants.38   

 In 2014, Gaza experienced its most fatal conflict with the Israeli state.39 After three 

Israeli teenagers were kidnapped in the West Bank by Palestinian militants, Israel launched a 

massive assault against Hamas in the Gaza Strip, despite controversy around the evidence 

linking Hamas to the kidnappings.40 Hamas responded with rocket fire from the Gaza Strip, 

                                                
35 For example, see CNN’s coverage of a recent 2018 Palestinian rocket/Israeli air strike: 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/10/17/middleeast/israel-gaza-tensions-intl/index.html or the Israeli Ministry of 
Foreign Affair’s coverage of the violence: 
https://mfa.gov.il/MFA/ForeignPolicy/Terrorism/Pages/Palestinian_ceasefire_violations_since_end_Operation_
Cast_Lead.aspx 
36 B’Tselem, an Israeli human rights organization typically offers data on fatalities in Israel/Palestine that 
represent a middle-ground between the estimates of Hamas and the Israeli government 
https://www.btselem.org/statistics/fatalities/during-cast-lead/by-date-of-event 
37 For B’Tselem’s report on Operation Pillar of Defense, see: 
https://www.btselem.org/press_releases/20130509_pillar_of_defense_report 
38 For the full report see: https://www.btselem.org/download/201305_pillar_of_defense_operation_eng.pdf 
39 For journalistic accounts of the death tolls: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/27/israel-kills-
more-palestinians-2014-than-any-other-year-since-1967 
40 See for example the pro-Palestinian news outlet, Electronic Intifada’s, coverage of the events: 
https://electronicintifada.net/content/netanyahu-government-knew-teens-were-dead-it-whipped-racist-
frenzy/13533 
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as Israel continued to unleash massive airstrikes and ground bombardment.41 By the end of 

the fighting, over 2,000 Palestinian died, and over 17,000 were wounded.42 On the Israeli 

side, 66 Israeli soldiers were killed along with seven civilians.43 Estimates regarding the ratio 

of Palestinian civilians and militants vary, although most agencies, including the United 

Nations, classify the majority of Palestinian deaths as civilian casualties.44 Beyond what 

many, including prominent scholars such as Richard Falk (2014), referred to as a massacre,45 

Gazans also experienced massive levels of destruction in terms of infrastructure and 

housing.46 The bombings of Palestinian homes, schools, and hospitals led to the displacement 

of hundreds of thousands of civilians as well as further devastation of the already crippled 

Palestinian economy. 

 Gaza, 2014 

                                                
41 BBC Coverage of the 2014 violence: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28439404 
42For an overview of the 2014 conflict see: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/27/israel-kills-more-
palestinians-2014-than-any-other-year-since-1967 
43 Death tolls as reported by the BBC https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28439404 
44 Death tolls as reported by the BBC https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28439404 
45 Opinion piece published in Al Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/07/massacre-gaza-
20147228354824989.html 
46 For a detailed account of the destruction in Gaza, see the United Nation’s Fact Finding Mission’s 2014 
Report  
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Despite the lopsided nature of Palestinian and Israeli causalities, as well as the 

massive military and political advantages that underlie Israel’s power over Gaza, most 

Americans blamed Hamas for the conflict.47 The only demographic group in the United 

States that considered Israel to be more responsible for the conflict were Americans between 

the ages of 18 and 29. In contrast, young Jewish Americans who had participated on a 

Birthright trip, overwhelmingly blamed Hamas for the violence. Despite the fact that young 

American Jews are typically more liberal than non-Jewish peers, their views on the 2014 

violence more closely mirrored those of conservative Republicans. It is this contradiction that 

drives my dissertation. What causes American-Jewish tourists to hold political views on the 

region that differ from those of their peers, or might contradict their own liberal 

values? Through my analysis, I address this question through exploring what happens when 

American Jews are confronted with the Israeli state’s treatment of Palestinians through tours 

to the Occupied West Bank.  

In the West Bank, Palestinians continue to live under a direct military occupation that 

has now lasted over 50 years. Numerous respected international agencies and local 

organizations have documented the plethora of human rights abuses that occur on a daily 

basis in the Occupied Territories.48 For example, despite Israeli citizens’ ability to move 

freely between Israel-proper and the West Bank, Palestinians must obtain permits to do so 

from the Israeli military, which are both uncommon and inconsistently granted. 49 As 

documented by various human rights agencies, including B’Tselem, Palestinians in the West 

                                                
47 Source: https://news.gallup.com/poll/174110/americans-reaction-middle-east-situation-similar-past.aspx 
48 See reports from Israeli and Palestinian human rights organizations such as Adalah, Al Haq, B’Tselem, 
Gisha, Hamoked as well as international organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch 
49 For statistics on the permit system, see B’Tselem’s resources: 
https://www.btselem.org/freedom_of_movement 
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Bank thus experience severe restrictions on their right to movement through the existence of 

Israeli checkpoints, road blocks, and closures both around and inside the West Bank. These 

obstructions to Palestinian movement not only cause humiliation and violence, but they also 

produce economic stagnation, serve as a mechanism for land confiscation, and facilitate 

greater control and surveillance (Khalili 2012, Gordon 2008).  

 

The separation wall in Bethlehem 

 

In 2000, Israel began constructing a barrier wall that separates Palestinian 

communities in the West Bank from Israel-proper. The wall further segments Palestinian 

land and it restricts Palestinian movement (Weizman 2011). Rather than build the barrier in 

between Israel and the West Bank, 85 percent of the wall’s route is located inside of the West 
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Bank on confiscated Palestinian land, which has led many to claim that the wall primarily 

operates as a “land grab.”50 In 2003, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a 

resolution upholding the illegality of the wall, a decision that was reinforced by an 

International Court of Justice’s ruling on the barrier’s violation of international law 

(Weizman 2007). Nonetheless, the state of Israel continues to build the barrier, which the 

Israeli government and its supporters argue has dramatically decreased the number of 

Palestinian suicide bombings.51 52 Critics, however, respond that these statistics are taken out 

of context, and that such reductions occurred during years when less than half of the wall was 

actually constructed.53 In the face of continued land confiscation and obstruction of 

Palestinians’ right to movement, Palestinian villages have organized weekly demonstrations 

against the wall that have been joined by both Israeli and international activists.54 Many of 

the Palestinian non-violent activists leading these protests have been injured, arrested, and 

even killed by Israeli forces.55  

Palestinians in the West Bank are also subject to the Israeli military court system, 

which further obstructs their right to justice and a fair trial.56 Lisa Hajjar (2005) argues that 

Israeli military courts, which maintain a 90 to 95 percent conviction rate, operate as a key 

pillar of Israel’s occupation. As non-citizens, Palestinians in the West Bank are subjected to 

                                                
50 For more information, see B’Tselem’s research on the separation barrier: 
https://www.btselem.org/topic/separation_barrier 
51 On the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affair’s webpage, the wall is referred to as an “anti-terrorist fence:” 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/terrorism/palestinian/pages/saving%20lives-%20israel-s%20anti-
terrorist%20fence%20-%20answ.aspx 
52 See also the Washington Institute’s statement: https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-
analysis/view/israels-security-fence-effective-in-reducing-suicide-attacks-from-the-north 
53 For a critical discussion of the wall see the pro-Palestinian news source, Electronic Intifada: 
https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/ben-white/did-israeli-apartheid-wall-really-stop-suicide-bombings 
54 For the stories of two of these villages, see the films Budrus and Five Broken Cameras 
55 For more details on the extent of Israel’s repression of these protests, see: https://www.stopthewall.org/the-
wall 
56 For an overview of the history and function of the Israeli military court system, see the film, The Law in 
These Parts 
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an entirely separate set of laws than Israel’s predominantly Jewish citizens. Rather than 

uphold legal procedures that reflect Palestinians’ right to self-determination, the military 

court system is based on an amalgamation of Ottoman, British, Jordanian, and Egyptian laws 

as well as precedent-setting Israeli military orders (Hajjar 2005). This reliance on military 

orders, in particular, enables the continued evolution of a legal system that disproportionately 

serves Israel’s own military/political objectives (Hajjar 2005). In this way, Palestinians are 

subject to legal institutions that reflect the interests of their adversaries rather than their own 

population’s needs and democratic rights. Because nearly all Palestinians have personal 

relationships with someone involved in Israel’s military courts (most estimates find that 

around one in five Palestinians have spent time in Israeli prisons), the social and political 

effects of this system reverberate widely throughout Palestinian society.57  

This situation of injustice characterizes the current state of Palestinian-Israeli 

relations. For over 70 years, Israel has denied Palestinians their most basic rights, which has 

produced decades of bloodshed and inequality. Despite these acute injustices and anti-

democratic tendencies, public opinion in the United States continues to side with Israelis over 

Palestinians. In a 2018 Gallup poll, for example, 65 percent of Americans said they 

sympathize more so with Israelis, while only 19 percent stated that they more strongly 

sympathized with Palestinians.  

 

 

 

                                                
57 See for example the work of the prisoner rights organization, Adameer, for additional information 
http://www.addameer.org/files/Palestinian%20Political%20Prisoners%20in%20Israeli%20Prisons%20(General
%20Briefing%20January%202014).pdf 
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In the Middle East, are your sympathies more with Israelis or more with Palestinians? 

 

(Source: 2018 Gallup Poll) 
 
As previously discussed, support for Israel is even more pronounced among American Jews. 

Rather than simply a matter of political interest, allegiance to Israel is deeply woven into 

many Jewish Americans’ senses of identity and connections to Judaism (Waxman 2016). 

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand how Jewish Americans maintain 

their allegiances to Israel, and how these allegiances may be complicated by exposure to the 

occupation. Through this topic, I aim to shed light on the role of alternative information and 

empathy in transforming transnational solidarity. In particular, I am interested in the power 

of humanization and corporeally-experienced counter-narratives to alter tourists’ political 

consciousnesses. Tourism, as an interpersonal, bodily experience, is a particularly effective 

method to transmit alternative information and to facilitate humanizing encounters with a 

host population. Through these encounters, tourists are able to learn about groups of people 

through personalized interactions that often spark empathy and intercultural understanding. 

As such, I am interested in how Jewish Americans’ meetings with Palestinians and their 

witnessing of the occupation for themselves may shift Jewish-American relationships with 
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Israel/Palestine. Rather than approach this question causally by focusing on the tour’s effects, 

I instead use tourism as a lens to examine the ideological conditions that enable continued 

support for a state engaged in human rights violations. In particular, I focus on the ways that 

tourists treat Israeli and Palestinian violence, and what their differential treatment reveals 

about race, power, and intercultural contact. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 47 

Chapter Two 
 

Tourism as a Battleground: 
 

Jewish Identity, Homeland Tourism, and Palestinian Resistance 
  

  
On June 28, 2018, five young American Jews walked off their Birthright trip. In the 

recording of the incident, Bethany, a 25-year-old doctoral student, stands up and begins to 

speak from the bus’s microphone. As she reads from her notes, hunched over the seat behind 

the driver, she is cut off by the group’s Israeli tour guide, Golan. Bethany, whose tone is 

committed but deferential, pauses as Golan aggressively tries to hurry the other Birthright 

participants off the bus. “I have to cut you off,” he says authoritatively to her. “Everybody 

off the bus,” he commands. Bethany persists, her voice is soft and hesitant compared to 

Golan’s, as she explains that on account of the trip’s biases and shortcomings, she and four 

others will be leaving the group and instead going on a tour with Breaking The Silence (BTS) 

to learn about the occupation. At this moment, Golan reaches to take the microphone out of 

Bethany’s hand. 

The video of the incident then cuts to the group of women being chastised by their 

fellow Birthright participants. “You guys are the reason the world doesn’t change,” one of 

the male participants yells, “just go - go to Palestine! Because guess what’s going to happen - 

you’re going to get killed and you’re going to get raped.” The women remain calm and the 

video then cuts to Sophie, another participant who has decided to walk off the trip. She 

speaks directly to the camera and explains that despite engaging and trying to have a 

transformative experience, “we’ve been really disappointed … about the way Birthright has 
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… completely erased the effects of the occupation.” After much back and forth between the 

group of women and the rest of the Birthright participants and staff, they finally leave for 

Hebron with Breaking The Silence in order to witness the occupation for themselves. 

Many young American Jews are reaching a boiling point with Israel’s occupation.  In 

addition to the Birthright walk-outs described above, Jewish Voice for Peace, the leading 

Jewish, Palestinian solidarity group in the United States, recently launched a campaign for 

Jews to boycott Birthright altogether. Birthright, a free ten-day tour for young Jewish 

Americans, has brought over 650,000 people to Israel and acts as one mechanism by which 

young American Jews are socialized into supporting the state of Israel. Founded in 1999 by 

billionaires Charles Bronfman and Michael Steinhardt, Birthright offers young people with 

immediate Jewish lineage the opportunity travel to Israel free of charge (Chazan and Saxe 

2008). The program, which targets 18- to 26-year-old Jews living outside of Israel, has 

become a cornerstone of the Jewish-American experience, and a rite of passage for many 

Jewish-American millennials.58 Today Birthright receives support from the Israeli 

government and the Jewish Agency, along with prominent individuals, such as Trump mega-

donor, Sheldon Adelson.59 

  
History of Jewish Tourism to Israel 

Since its early years, the Zionist movement has used tourism to garner political and 

financial support among diaspora Jews, especially Jewish Americans. Two of the earliest 

                                                
58 As journalist, Peter Greenberg writes, “Taglit-Birthright” is fast becoming a well-known rite of passage” 
https://petergreenberg.com/about-peter/ 
59 For more on Sheldon Adelson’s connections to Birthright see: https://features.propublica.org/trump-inc-
podcast/sheldon-adelson-casino-magnate-trump-macau-and-japan/ and 
https://www.jpost.com/Diaspora/Business-magnate-Sheldon-Adelson-donates-70-million-dollar-to-Birthright-
552607 
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organizations to offer tours to Israel/Palestine for American Jews were the left-leaning 

Zionist youth movement, HaShomer Hatza’ir and Young Judaea, both of which continue to 

offer Israel experience programs today (Aviv and Shneer 2007, Kelner 2010). From the 

1930s to the 1950s, these two organizations acted as the primary bodies facilitating Zionist 

travel to Israel/Palestine among diaspora Jews. During the early years of state, tours often 

focused on tiyul, or hiking trips, that were designed to strengthen a love for and connection to 

the land (Kelner 2010). As Kelner (2010:24) explains, “Hiking tours were intended not 

merely to convey information but to generate affect, instill commitment and accomplish the 

paradoxical mission of constructing an organic connection.” In this way, hiking trips 

functioned to establish Jewish Americans’ Zionist sentiments through the act of exploring 

nature and historic/biblical lands. During the 1950s, Young Judaea became one of the first 

organizations to offer a summer youth program to Israel, which has since become a defining 

feature of the Jewish-American youth experience (Saxe and Chazan 2008). In 1955, the 

Hebrew University developed a one-year study abroad program for foreign students, known 

today as the Rothberg School for Overseas Students (Aviv and Shneer 2007). Sixty years 

later, American Jews continue to make up the majority of students in Israeli study abroad 

programs at places like Hebrew University and Tel Aviv University (Donitsa-Schmidt and 

Vadish 2005). 

 In the 1960s, American-Jewish tourism to Israel began to increase as a result of 

developments in global air-travel (Saxe and Chazan 2008). During the second intifada, 

however, tourism to Israel took a direct hit. From 2000 to 2002, the number of travelers to 

Israel dropped from 2.4 million to 900,000, with fewer than 400,000 tourist arrivals to Israel 
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during the first half of 2002.60 Palestinian tourism, as to be expected, suffered even more than 

mainstream travel to Israel, with visitors to Palestine falling nearly 90 percent and tourist 

arrivals hitting a record low of only 8,045 visitors in 2002 compared to 843,718 visitors in 

the year 2000 (Isaac 2009). During this time, enrollment in Israel engagement programs 

dropped and many foreign universities suspended their study abroad programs in the country 

(Aviv and Shneer 2007, Kelner 2010). Since the Israeli tourism industry as a whole suffered 

major economic losses, the Israeli Ministry of Tourism made concerted efforts with Jewish-

American groups to encourage “solidarity missions” to Israel. Even though the programs 

aimed to foster a collective sense of responsibility for the Jewish state and to prove to the 

outside world that the country was still safe to visit, most American Jews stayed home.  

During the early years of Israel’s existence, travel programs for Jewish Americans 

focused on encouraging aliyah, or Jewish immigration to Israel (Kelner 2010). By cultivating 

a sense of nationalist identification with Israel among Jewish tourists, tour programs aimed to 

facilitate social and political conditions that would aid potential Jewish immigrants in their 

integration into Israeli society. These programs, however, have since shifted away from this 

original focus on aliyah (Kelner 2010). Instead, “Israel experience programs” are now 

designed to instill a strong sense of Jewish identity and connection to Israel among Jewish 

Americans, with the hope that these experiences will elicit political support and monetary 

donations from Jews who visit but do not choose to immigrate. For decades, the state of 

Israel has looked to the American-Jewish population for financial resources, as Americans 

Jews simultaneously seek to strengthen their connections to Jewish peoplehood. As Aviv and 

                                                
60Statistics from the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics Report on “Tourism in Israel 1990-2010”  See more on 
Israeli tourism during the second intifada: 
https://www.aljazeera.com/archive/2003/12/20084101554875168.html and https://www.haaretz.com/how-
israel-sabotages-tourism-1.5291653 
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Shneer (2007:69) reflect on how tourism serves both economic and ideological functions, 

“not only did they increasingly link American Jews to specific people and places within 

Israel through organized programs but they also funneled critical dollars to the emerging 

state to build the Jewish homeland.” In this way, tourism has provided jobs and committed 

investments to the Israeli economy, while simultaneously offering experiences of ethnic 

pride, religious awe, camaraderie, and nostalgia for the Jewish-American population. 

Despite these efforts, Aviv and Shneer (2007) suggest that diaspora Jews are 

beginning to turn away from Israel in their travel-based searches for identity. As American 

Jews become more rooted in their communities and violence rages on in Israel/Palestine, 

Aviv and Shneer (2007:82) note a general decline in the centrality of the Israel tourism 

experience. As they reflect: 

These changes suggest that using Israel as a backdrop for developing American 
Jewish identities at home was useful at a particular historical moment. When a 
semblance of peace defined Israeli-Palestinian relations through much of American 
Jewish identity, its strategy made sense. But that moment of optimism has changed 
radically, giving way to widespread weariness and cynicism, particularly among 
Israelis. 
 

While Aviv and Shneer predict that this may lead to a rise in Jewish heritage trips to local 

sites like the historic Jewish neighborhoods of New York, Dov Waxman (2017), a leading 

scholar of Jewish-American relationships with Israel, argues that young Jewish Americans 

are traveling to Israel at higher rates than ever before. This continued growth in young 

Jewish-American travel can be traced to an increase in Israeli study abroad courses, the 

growth of immersion programs such as Masa that bring Americans Jews to Israel for 

extended periods of time, and most notably, Birthright. 

Furthermore, 2018 saw a record-breaking, four million tourists to Israel. While the 

majority of these tourists were Christians, nearly one in four were Jewish – making Jews the 
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largest group of visitors to Israel, relative to their size as a world population. As tourism 

minister, Yariv Levin, stated: 

This historical record, of more than 4 million tourists in a year, is the realization of a 
decades-old dream of all those involved in the Israel tourism industry… Today 
tourism makes a huge contribution to Israel’s economy and employment and the 
many tourists who come here serve as ambassadors of good will.61 
 

In his statement, Lavin makes note of how the Israeli tourism industry is not only an 

economic endeavor but also a political one. By presenting Israel in a favorable light to its 

tourists, the Israeli government is able to use tourism as a tool to create global “ambassadors” 

who speak and act on Israel’s behalf.  

As a result, travelers to Israel, and young American Jews in particular, are being 

socialized into political support for Israel through touristic experiences in Israel/Palestine at 

higher rates than ever before. This dissertation examines the foundations of this socialization 

and, more specifically, the ways this socialization is challenged through alternative tourism 

to the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Through this framework, I aim to determine how 

exposure to Palestinian narratives complicates tourists’ attachments to Israel as well as their 

political orientations and activism. 

 

Birthright: Background and Context 

For 10 days, Birthright participants are bused throughout Israel to major Jewish cities 

and historical sites. Throughout the trip, tour leaders facilitate planned bonding exercises that 

are designed to strengthen young American Jews’ connection to each other, to Israelis, and to 

the Jewish people (Saxe and Chazan 2008). The trip includes visits to major ethnic-religious 

                                                
61 Source: https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-saw-record-breaking-4-million-tourists-in-2018-says-tourism-
ministry/?fbclid=IwAR0JBgjYKF3XfWBkrGHBsUxOVOPp3wuB5FtGqZcvHGK0GzYJoFOWLaTdhnU 



 53 

sites such as the Western Wall and Masada, as well as leisure spots such as Eilat and Tel 

Aviv. Participants often engage in sexual contact with each other and their Israeli guides, 

which functions to accelerate the bonding process (Mitchell 2018). Sexual relations are 

particularly encouraged between Birthright participants and the Israeli soldiers who join their 

trips, which functions to cloud participants’ criticism of the occupation through the bonds 

they develop. As Mitchell writes: 

The type of bonding that happens during a Birthright Israel trip is unquestionably 
bonding with intention. As Saxe et al. found in their study, unmarried Birthright 
participants were 46 percent more likely than nonparticipants to “view marrying a 
Jewish person as ‘very important.’ Kelner asserts that the memories Birthright 
participants recall have more to do with what happened inside the tour bus, and little 
to do with Israel as a place. He comments on the central importance of the experience 
and culture of ‘hooking up’, and how often the trip is colloquially referred to as 
“Birthrate Israel” (2018: 61). 
 

In this way, Birthright is designed to facilitate positive, corporeal experiences and emotional 

bonds that cement political support for Zionism (Mitchell 2018). It is this strategic emphasis 

on fun and congeniality, in particular, that appears to enable the transmission of deep-seated 

ideologies to participants. As Kelner (2010), argues, the jovial atmosphere mitigates critiques 

of Israeli policies in that such intensity would upset the light-hearted environment 

participants become invested in preserving (Kelner 2010). 

In general, Palestinian perspectives are absent from Birthright trips. As a rule, 

Birthright trips avoid visits to the West Bank and Gaza Strip, which, according to Aviv and 

Shneer (2007:73), “sidesteps potential danger, but also avoids confronting a central fact of 

Israel’s contemporary condition: conflict, occupation, and militarism as key elements of 

everyday life.” In 2017, Birthright officially instructed its trip providers to discontinue 

meetings with Palestinian citizens of Israel (meetings with Palestinians from the Occupied 



 54 

Territories were never included in Birthright itineraries).62 Even though, as Kelner (2010) 

describes, Israeli guides occasionally convey Palestinian perspectives on Birthright trips, 

these filtered, secondary accounts primarily function to give the illusion of a balanced 

discussion rather than provide genuine engagement with Palestinian viewpoints. 

Furthermore, Palestinian narratives on Birthright are not accompanied with the same 

emotional, experiential context that so effectively facilitates participants’ identifications with 

Israel (Kelner 2010). 

With Palestinian perspectives excluded from Birthright tours, participants are offered 

political analyses through highly controlled encounters with the Israeli past and present at a 

series of ideologically-charged, symbolic sites. For example, after spending the day at Yad 

VaShem, the Israeli Holocaust museum, Birthright groups travel to a military graveyard to 

discuss the need for a Jewish state and ethnic solidarity with their Israeli-soldier counterparts 

(Saxe and Chazan 2008). Through itineraries such as this, it appears that tour organizers 

utilize participants’ emotionally fragile state after the Holocaust museum to conjure up 

feelings up hope and allegiance to Zionism. Based on my interviews with Birthright 

participants, such visceral, sometimes guilt-laden, experiences appear to contribute to the 

cultivation of participants’ attachments to Israel, as documented by scholars such as Saxe and 

Chazan (2008) and Kelner (2010).  

Despite the manufacturing of these emotional experiences and a sanitized exposure to 

Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians, the majority of Birthright participants feel satisfied 

                                                
62 On November 2, 2017, Ha’aretz reported that Birthright would suspend sessions with Arabs: 
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-birthright-orders-trip-providers-to-end-meet-ups-with-israeli-
arabs-1.5462267 
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with the level of “objectivity” on their trips.63 In general, most participants experience 

Birthright as a neutral, positive experience, either unaware of or unfazed by its narrow, 

regulated representation of the conflict and strategic use of emotions and identity. Together, 

this emotional intensity, illusion of heterodoxy, communal bonding, and sense of identity-

based attachment to the land often function to solidify Birthright participants’ adherence to 

dominant Israeli narratives. 

One of Birthright’s primary aims is to fight “assimilation” or to ensure a stable and 

growing Jewish population. Barth (2010) argues that a major element of a minority group’s 

boundary formation is their concern over ethnic continuity. As Taylor, Levi, and Dinovitzer 

(2012:67) write, “concern over intergenerational ethnic continuity—with members of 

minority groups seeking to ensure that youth become invested in and committed to religious, 

cultural, or ethnic identities—is long-standing and inherent to group boundary formation.” 

Among American Jews in particular, a growing hysteria over the future of Jewish identity 

permeates institutional discussions of Judaism’s future. Such fears began to grow after the 

Council of Jewish Federations released the 1990 National Jewish Population Survey, which 

showed lower levels of Jewish communal affiliation, higher rates of intermarriage, and a 

general “waning of Jewish identity.” The results of this study spread anxiety throughout 

Jewish organizations, causing them to shift their priorities towards fighting intermarriage and 

fostering strong Jewish identification among youth. 

Today, many Jewish community centers actively discourage Jews from marrying 

non-Jews, and young people in particular are sometimes made to feel morally indebted to 

their ancestors’ history. For example, many young Jews are instructed on their duty to carry 

                                                
63 In a survey of 2,476 Birthright alumni, 70 percent disagreed with the statement ‘there was too much 
“preaching”‘ on the trip, while 30 percent agreed (7 percent strongly, 23 percent slightly) (Saxe et al. 2001). 
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on the Jewish tradition after the Holocaust.64 While an interest in posterity and the 

preservation of heritage are standard among most ethnic groups, Taylor et al. argue that the 

institutional focus on this type of concern is particularly strong in the Jewish community. 

They connect this phenomenon to Taglit-Birthright: 

This emphasis on Jewish continuity emerged as a central concern following the 
legacy of experiences with anti-Semitism and discrimination. The most significant 
program to emerge from this agenda is Taglit-Birthright Israel, a program that has 
provided over 250,000* free ten-day trips to Israel for Jewish young adults from over 
fifty countries (Taylor et al. 2012:67). 

 

Effects of Birthright 

Both external and internal evaluations of Birthright suggest that following their 

Birthright trips, participants have a stronger Jewish identity, relationship to Israel, and 

connection to the Jewish people than Jews of the same demographic who have never been on 

a Birthright program (Saxe et al. 2004; Saxe et al. 2012; Kelner 2010). A 2004 longitudinal 

study on Birthright participants’ attitudes shows that these sentiments persist over several 

years. While Birthright’s primary aim is to strengthen Jewish identity and fight assimilation, 

some studies suggest that the most salient impact of the Birthright program relates to 

participants’ relationship to Israel. Saxe et al. (2004) found that nine out of ten Birthright 

alumni professed a desire to return to Israel in the next two years following the completion of 

their trip. In addition, Birthright participants reported that they felt a stronger connection to 

Israel than non-Birthright participants, and that they felt more capable of explaining the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

                                                
64 For an example of this, see: https://www.history.com/topics/holocaust/anti-semitism 
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In 2014, leading experts on Birthright from Brandeis University’s Cohen Center for 

Modern Jewish Studies conducted a study of Birthright applicants’ reactions to the July 2014 

attacks in Gaza. Many Jewish Americans referred to the 2014 violence as a turning point in 

their relationships to Israel, with several leading Jewish figures citing the violence as key 

development in their criticism towards Israel.65 Concurrently, U.S.-based solidarity activism 

with Palestine experienced a significant uptick during this time.  

The Cohen Center study addressed critiques of sampling bias in previous Birthright 

research by comparing Birthright applicants who did not attend the trip with applicants who 

actually attended. While this method addresses the issue of comparing Birthright participants 

to Jewish-American non-applicants, who are likely to have less interest in Israel than those 

who apply to the program, one could also argue that those who choose to attend Birthright 

are still more likely to hold more favorable views of Israel in the first place, compared to 

those who did not end up going on the trip. Shain, Hecht, and Saxe (2014) responded to this 

concern about causality by comparing non-participants and participants among a group who 

all expressed an interest in going on a Birthright trip. The study found that in response to the 

2014 violence, Birthright participants were more likely than non-participant applicants to: 

1. Blame Hamas instead of Israel for the conflict 
2. Consider Israel’s use of force to be proportionate 
3. Consider Israel’s military actions justified 
4. Feel supportive of Israel 
5. Feel somewhat or very much connected to Israel 
6. Feel less estranged from Israel during the conflict 
7. Post on social media in support of Israel 
8. Attend a rally/event or donate money in support of Israel 
9. Not attend a rally/event or donate money in support of Palestinians 

                                                
65For examples of this see: https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-massacre-in-gaza-should-be-a-turning-point-for-
british-jews-support-of-israel/ 
https://www.tikkun.org/tikkundaily/2014/08/23/40-holocaust-survivors-condemn-gaza-assault-call-for-boycott-
of-israel/ 
https://www.pri.org/stories/2014-07-31/how-american-jews-feel-about-israels-military-offensive-gaza-strip 
 



 58 

10.   Feel connected to Israel 
11.   Follow the news about the conflict more closely 
 
One common explanation for participants’ support for Israel, is the assumption that 

Birthright participants make up a more politically right-leaning population than their peers. 

However, Shain et al. (2014) demonstrated that Birthright participants are actually more 

liberal on issues unrelated to Israel than applicants who did not participate in the trip, and 

that they are overwhelmingly more liberal than the average millennial. As they explain, “the 

partisan divide makes the views of Birthright applicants— both participants and 

nonparticipants—all the more unusual, given that they are far more liberal than U.S. young 

adults as a whole: almost two-thirds considered themselves liberal, compared to less than 

one-third of all U.S. young adults” (Shain et al. 2014:8). Instead, rather than being an issue of 

right-wing or left-wing politics, Birthright applicants hold opinions of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict that mirror Israeli Jews, who themselves showed overwhelming support for the 

attacks on Gaza regardless of being a political liberal or conservative. As Shain et al. 

(2014:9) explain, “[t]heir attitudes more closely resemble those of Jewish Israelis, 90 percent 

of whom felt that Israel’s military actions in Gaza were justified” (Yaar and Hermann August 

2014). These findings suggest that while Birthright may claim to focus on religious and 

cultural aspects of Jewish peoplehood, it largely functions to solidify nationalistic ties and 

political support for the Israeli state among diaspora Jews. In particular, Birthright crystalizes 

Jewish Americans’ identifications with Israelis, so that Israeli viewpoints (to the exclusion of 

Palestinian perspectives) denote the endpoints of an acceptable political spectrum. As I will 

later argue, this socialization, whereby only Israeli perspectives function as markers of 

political diversity, functions to delegitimize Palestinian perspectives and hinder political 

transformation in the Jewish-American community. 
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Despite Birthright’s effectiveness as a tool for political socialization, many 

participants still walk away from the program with critical views of the Israeli state. Shain et 

al (2014) report that about 25 percent of Birthright participants felt Israel had “gone too far” 

during the 2014 attacks (compared to 38 percent of applicants), 20 percent of Birthright 

participants (compared to 32 percent of applicants) felt Israel’s military actions were 

unjustified, and a little over half felt at least a little estranged from Israel during the 2014 

violence (compared to 61 percent of applicants). Therefore, while Birthright appears to lessen 

participants’ criticism towards Israel and promote greater support of the state, it is certainly 

not a guaranteed effect. As I demonstrate in chapter four, some participants even felt more 

estranged from Israel as a result of their Birthright trips. 

However, even though there is variation in terms of criticism and disapproval of 

Israeli military decisions among Birthright alumni, nearly all Birthright participants 

professed having a connection to Israel during the 2014 violence. Only two percent of 

Birthright alumni said they were not at all connected to Israel during this time. In Tours that 

Bind, Kelner (2010) provides rich ethnographic data that detail the profound emotional 

experiences and ideological transformations that Birthright participants report. He quotes a 

number of participants who claim that the trip changed their lives and allowed them to “find 

themselves.” For example: 

1.     I know it sounds cliché, but the truth is that this trip changed my life…I now 
realize that the foundation of Israel is the foundation of the Jewish people. 

2.     Being in Israel has truly changed my life. It has changed the way I see 
myself and the context in which I fit into every aspect of my life…I have never 
been more proud to be part of something in my life. 

3.     It was simply incredible – the best thing I’ve done in my entire life and I 
will be eternally grateful. It gave me a passion and a meaning to live and has 
literally changed my life (Kelner 2010:187). 
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The intensity of these quotes and the speakers’ constant references to Birthright “changing 

their lives” provide examples of the ways that Birthright is profoundly successful in affecting 

the emotions and shaping the identities of its participants. Specifically, Birthright appears to 

generate pride, gratefulness, and deeper identification with the Jewish people among 

American Jews. 

While it is clear that many participants respond to Birthright with intense shifts in 

their identities and political views, Taylor, Levi, and Dinovitzer (2012) demonstrate that 

these reactions are often rooted in heightened states of ambivalence, rather than primordialist 

understandings of Jewish identity. By evoking participants’ emotions and ideological 

uncertainties, Birthright instills a complicated sense of collective identity that goes beyond a 

romanticized relationship to Israel. As they explain, “collective identity is forged in these 

trips precisely because they engage and mobilize competing sets of emotions from 

participants, who experience dimensions of closeness and distance at once” (2012:69). 

Taylor et al. reveal the multifaceted ways that programs like Birthright can influence Jewish 

Americans’ identity construction and senses of national belonging. They explain that it is 

sometimes Birthright participants’ troubled feelings of distance and rejection from Israel that 

actually cause them to affirm their commitments to “work for” the Jewish state. As they 

explain: 

[W]e find that these tours engage and mobilize competing sets of emotions, and that 
tour members experience dimensions of closeness and distance at once. The result is 
that participants are engaged in a form of identity labor: they grapple with the 
questions of how they should affiliate as Jews, and how they can forge an identity that 
carves a role for themselves in the diaspora. Drawing on the sociological concept of 
ambivalence, we find that collective identity is successfully forged in these trips by 
interrupting the notion of effortless ethnic belonging, and providing participants with 
a deeper understanding of the commitment required for intra-ethnic group 
identification and attachments (Taylor et al. 2012:67).  
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On alternative OPT tours as well, a sense of complexity and ideological struggle seems to 

strengthen rather than hinder Jewish Americans’ engagement with the region. As I discuss in 

my Master’s thesis: 

[T]ourists often experience significant ideological tension when they criticize a base 
country, while still seeing themselves as part of its national collective. However, 
rather than compel participants to sever their ties to the base country (Israel), this 
tension can actually lead to increased engagement on the part of the diaspora member, 
even when it is in the form of activism directed against the state. Jewish tourism to 
the Palestinian Territories appears to facilitate this kind of diasporic tension, while 
also causing participants to "humanize" a previously demonized population, 
Palestinians. (Schneider 2015: iv-v). 

 
I conclude, that “this unique form of "homeland" tourism can engender political criticism 

within diaspora populations, while simultaneously solidifying transnational ties.”  

 

Diaspora and Tourism 

According to Kelner (2010), Birthright currently represents the largest and most long-

standing use of tourism for the cultivation of diasporic politics. As such, it serves as a model 

of homeland travel for other diaspora groups in the United States such as Irish, Chinese, and 

Italian Americans. In these various contexts, community organizations and “homeland” 

governments will work in tandem to use tourism as a tool for ethnic socialization by allowing 

participants to explore aspects of their ethnic and cultural identities. Scholars have linked this 

to MacCannell’s (1976) quest for authenticity, noting how homeland tourism provides 

travelers with an “authentic” experience in contrast to the monotony of everyday life. While 

in most tourism, the objects of the tourist gaze represent “the other,” for homeland tourists, 

objects of the tourist gaze can operate instead as signifiers of the self, though as Bruner 

(1996) establishes, this perception is not always mirrored by the hosts (Morinis 1992; Kelner 

2010; Urry 2011). In this way, homeland tourism functions as a mechanism for tourists to 
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gain insight into their own identities, as opposed to primarily operating as an opportunity for 

tourists to gaze upon foreign populations and experience difference. 

For diaspora tourists in the Caribbean, travel to their ancestral homelands not only 

allows them to maintain ties to family members, but it also plays an important role in their 

ability to reclaim their cultural heritage (Stephenson 2002). This process is dynamic in that 

diaspora identities are negotiated through tourists’ expectations, which can be both reinforced 

and contested by homeland travel (Hall 1994). For African Americans who travel to the 

Elmina Castle in Ghana, one of the most infamous sites of the Atlantic slave trade, such 

experiences of ethnic identity and belonging are palpable (Bruner 1996; Ebron 1999; 

Timothy and Teye 2004). Tourists must confront physical markers of slavery and grapple 

with this deeply personal, and potentially traumatic, act of witness. This experience is 

coupled with African Americans’ coveted, physical reprieve from a white supremacist 

society, which in turn evokes feelings of belonging (Schramm 2004). At the same time, 

however, African Americans experience social distance from locals, as Ghanaians sometimes 

conflate black and white American tourists. Studies of Asian-American homeland travel 

revealed similar processes, in that while Asian Americans frequently experienced a sense of 

belonging throughout their tours, linguistic and cultural differences accentuated the divisions 

between them and the local population (Garrod and Kilkenny 2007). These cases, along with 

Taylor et al.’s (2012) findings above, illustrate the well-documented occurrence of homeland 

tourism simultaneously eliciting feelings of both identification and disidentification. 

Like Israel, countries such as Ghana and China are employing diasporic populations’ 

interest in these intense emotional experiences for political and economic gain. For example, 

in Ghana, the diaspora tourism sector provides access to the professional resources of an 
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elite, global class (Kelner 2010). Similarly, in China, organized trips for foreign-born 

Chinese youth are seen as investments in future business partnerships (Lew and Wong 2004). 

While this desire to tap into global markets is most pronounced in the Global South, 

European countries such as Ireland and Scotland have also invested resources into diaspora 

tourism (Johnson 1999; Basu 2004). These financial incentives are often linked to promoting 

a favorable image abroad, which has similarly played a central role in motivating the 

strategic development of Israel’s tourism industry. U.S. campus activism around the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict is ubiquitous, and American news coverage of the Middle East focuses 

heavily on the conflict (Waxman 2017). In this context, Zionist institutions have a vested 

interest in using tourism to create a cadre of representatives to advocate on Israel’s behalf. 

Also, given the crucial role that American support plays in sustaining Israel’s geopolitical 

power, maintaining Jewish-American support for Israel has wide reaching political 

implications (Kelner 2010; Dessel et al. 2017; Waxman 2017). While other nations such as 

Taiwan have also employed homeland tourism to similarly cultivate political ambassadors 

(Hua 1998), the extent to which political travel has become a hallmark of the Jewish-

American experience is distinct, as are its consequences for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

 
Dominance of Israeli Narratives in Mainstream Tourism  
 

This use of tourism to promote Israel advocacy is not limited to the diaspora tourism 

sector. In fact, the majority of tours to Israel/Palestine prioritize narratives and experiences 

that strengthen tourists’ support for Israel. Though mainstream tours to Israel often present 

themselves as neutral, Israeli narratives of the conflict are routinely prioritized over 

Palestinian narratives, largely because the Israeli state controls the tourism industry through a 

system of licenses and permits that stifles Palestinian competition with Israeli guides 
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(Bowman 1992). In addition, Israel controls all Palestinian “borders,” which is compounded 

by the fact that Israeli guides, hotels, and tourism agencies economically dominate the 

country’s tourism industry (Bowman 1992; Isaac et al. 2016). Palestinians are also unable to 

compete with the Israeli tourism sector since they face severe restrictions on their right to 

movement, which in turn prevents them from accessing key tourist attractions. Furthermore, 

Palestinians’ tour-guiding licenses are routinely denied or revoked by the state of Israel as a 

method to police Palestinian guides’ representations of the region (Bowman 1992). 

Even when mainstream tourists occasionally travel to Palestinian communities, it is 

usually in the context of a day-trip facilitated by an Israeli guide who manages the 

representation of the site (Isaac et al. 2016). Stein (2008) argues that Israeli travel to 

Palestinian spaces is depoliticized in order to allow for the preservation of Israeli hegemony, 

and that it relies on colonial mentalities of discovery and conquest. As such, Israelis tend to 

treat their visits to Palestinian communities as ventures into an ethnic tourism market, rather 

than as a way to access political narratives. As Stein (2008:59) explains, Jewish Israelis were 

drawn to Arab towns and villages in order to consume “authentic” Arab culture, however, 

“authenticity was palatable only in the absence of Palestinian-inflected politics.” 

Economically, this led some Palestinians to engage in forms of performative tourism that 

could be consumable to Israelis. As Stein continues: 

Palestinians were not necessarily asked to be themselves, but only to be somebody 
like themselves -- that is, to perform as a figure who was recognisably Arab or 
Eastern …while tourists seeked Arab authenticity and dailiness, they also expected a 
visible display of Israeli allegiance and “explicit disaffiliation from radical, 
Palestinian politics” (2008:62-64). 

 
This erasure of Palestinians’ subjective, political identities is bolstered by a 

simultaneous erasure of physical markers of Palestinians’ history in the region. As Abu El-
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Haj (2001) explains, the Israeli state intervenes in the mainstream tourism industry through 

archeology and planning to cleanse Palestinian sites of their agentic, political, and national 

features. As a result, tourists are immersed in a spatial narrative of Jewish nationhood that 

minimizes Palestinian territorial claims and presents a sustained history of Jewish 

peoplehood in the region. 

In the face of this exclusion, Palestinians have mobilized to develop an alternative 

tourism sector that prioritizes Palestinian narratives and promotes solidarity, equality, and 

support for local Palestinian communities. In this way, alternative tourism to the OPT 

challenges Israel’s monopoly over tourism in the region, while simultaneously functioning as 

a mechanism to protect cultural sites from Israeli attempts of land appropriation (Barnard and 

Muamer 2016). These alternative tours are often modeled after a “justice tourism” approach, 

which emphasizes economic empowerment and narrative as tools for social change 

(Scheyvens 2002). Justice tourism is often organized by marginalized groups and social 

justice advocates, who use tourism to raise awareness and encourage political activism. 

Furthermore, justice tourism considers mobility and travel to be a human right, from which 

Palestinians are excluded (Higgins-Desbiolles 2015). These disparities between Palestinian 

guides’ lack of a right to movement and the ability of tourists to move freely throughout the 

OPT often function as key experiences of the solidarity tour (Kelly 2016). 

Mainstream tours to Israel and alternative tours to the OPT therefore offer vastly 

different accounts of the same piece of land. Most tours to the region, run primarily by Israeli 

companies, emphasize themes such as the Jewish people’s ancient connection to the land, the 

constant threat of terrorism from Israel’s Arab neighbors, and how Israel is at the forefront of 

technological innovation and liberalism in the Middle East (Abu El-Haj 2001; Isaac et al. 
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2016; Kelner 2010). These tours also often employ a form of diversity rooted in 

MacCannell’s (1976) “staged authenticity,” whereby the illusion of diversity is strategically 

presented in ways that do not disrupt, and may even strengthen, dominant narratives. 

Alternative tourism, on the other hand, tends to highlight the hardships of life for Palestinians 

living under military occupation, the hundreds of checkpoints, roadblocks and closures that 

impede Palestinian movement, as well as the ongoing confiscation of Palestinian land (Isaac 

et al. 2016; Kelly 2016). Travelers to the region are therefore exposed to dramatically 

different representations of the conflict depending on whether their tour guide employs 

mainstream Israeli or Palestinian narratives. 

In his discussion of external bystanders to atrocities, Cohen (2001) charges both 

Israelis and Palestinians with promoting observer denial among tourists to support their own 

political agendas. Cohen criticizes travelers to the Palestinian territories who engage in 

“justice” or “alternative” tourism for only seeking information that reinforces their political 

positions. He claims that many of these tourists refuse to visit Israeli communities, avoid 

meaningful engagement with Israeli political culture, and are afraid to air their “dirty 

laundry.” At the same time, Cohen lambasts Jewish-American tourists who are critical of 

human rights abuses in other parts of the world but justify the suffering of Palestinians by 

adhering to a problematic narrative of Jewish victimhood. As Gutman (2017: 9) describes, 

“each side casts its own people as both the victim and the hero and the other side as the 

villain or perpetrator, inciting one national identity and history against the other.” 

 Israeli guides employ this sense of victimhood-heroism to direct tourists’ emotions 

and connections to Judaism towards a nationalistic sense of Jewish peoplehood. For example, 

Abu El-Haj (2001) describes how tour guides will offer historically inaccurate 
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representations of key sites, such as the Tower of David/Jerusalem Citadel, in order to 

promote strategic narratives of Jewish nationalism. In addition, Israeli tour guides highlight 

Israel’s accomplishments on selected progressive issues, such as its purported tolerance of 

homosexuality (a tactic commonly referred to as “pink-washing”) in order to distract tourists 

from Israel’s treatment of Palestinians (Butler 2009). Together these strategies produce what 

Cohen (2001) calls “cultural denial.” Tourists on mainstream tours to Israel begin to 

understand the region through a specific narrative that emphasizes Israel’s moral superiority 

in order to deny Israel’s oppression of Palestinians. 

 

Justice Tours: Palestinian Alternative Tourism 

As a counter-force to these tactics, Palestinian alternative tours are utilizing tourism 

to challenge the Israeli state’s domination of how the conflict is portrayed to foreign visitors 

(Brin 2006; Isaac 2009; Isaac et al. 2016; Kelly 2016; Gutman 2017). These 

alternative/justice tours are organized by both Palestinian and Israeli activists, although 

Palestinians face far greater risks for this form of activism than Israelis. As Gutman 

describes: 

The experience of Palestinian memory activists in Israel is different from that of 
Jewish Israelis, whose collective memory is dominant and institutionalized in Israel. 
As high as the costs and risks of exclusion from Israeli society are for Jewish Israeli 
memory activists who remember Palestinian suffering, they are even higher for 
Palestinian citizens, who are already excluded and are therefore more exposed to 
formal and informal state sanctions. Their efforts are perceived as a memory war 
against the state’s silencing and denial (2017: 63). 
  

In the quote above, Gutman describes the work of organizations such as Zochrot, which 

aims to raise awareness about the Nakba and other histories of Israel’s oppression of 

Palestinians. In this way, Zochrot, along with a rising number of other Israeli and Palestinian 
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NGOs, work to amplify Palestinian perspectives amidst their erasure. While Zochrot focuses 

on the events of 1948, most other organizations that use alternative tourism as a tool to 

promote political awareness in the region, focus on exposing tourists to the impacts of 

Israel’s military rule in the West Bank as well as other current markers of Israel’s 

oppression of Palestinians. 

Yet despite the existence of these tours, mainstream tourists rarely attend justice 

tours. On all ends of the political spectrum, tourists tend to participate in tours that align 

with their beliefs. As Belhassen and Ebel explain: 

[T]ourism systems and practices reflect circumstances of social, cultural, or 
economic inequalities. Accordingly, tourism practices, policies, and services are all 
viewed as social mechanisms that serve to maintain and protect the conditions that 
correspond with an ideology that a tourism actor seeks to promote (2009:360). 
  

Richter (1983:330) argues that solidarity tourists arrive to their destination with 

preconceived political sympathies, and that their “specific itineraries might be viewed as 

representing ideological values of the tourists and their political convictions and beliefs.” 

Scholars such as Clarke (2000) and Brin (2006) relegate justice/solidarity tourism to a type 

of politically-biased propaganda. In addition, scholars are critical of this type of tourism’s 

tendency to turn the host population’s suffering into a spectacle for privileged foreigners 

(Leite and Graburn 2009). 

On the other hand, Blanchard and Higgins-Desbiolles (2013) and Moufakkir and 

Kelly (2010) outline the ways that such forms of tourism can inspire hope and promote 

peace. According to Scheyvens (2002), justice tourism builds solidarity between hosts and 

visitors, supports local communities’ self-determination, and promotes mutual 

understanding, equitable relationships, and respect. For example, Gutman (2017) details 

how traditional forms of Israeli tourism are being appropriated and redeployed to educate 
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Israelis about the Nakba, through what she deems “memory activism.” Gutman (2017) 

discusses how such tours may employ a tactical depoliticization in order to expose tourists 

to controversial ideas. She argues that while these tours effectively repurpose a familiar 

cultural practice to disseminate oppositional knowledge, their choice to employ strategic 

depoliticization may also hinder the effective transmission of this knowledge. In this way, 

culturally-legible tourism has both advantages and disadvantages as a medium for activism. 

In addition to educating tourists, justice tours are also thought to stimulate local 

economies and help alleviate poverty. For example, the Alternative Tourism Group (ATG), 

a Palestinian non-governmental organization (NGO), operates based on a justice tourism 

platform, being “tourism that holds as its central goals the creation of economic 

opportunities for the local community, positive cultural exchange between guest and host 

through one-on-one interaction, the protection of the environment, and political/historical 

education” (Blanchard and Higgins-Desbiolles 2013:64). Despite the complexities that 

scholars such as Gutman (2017) raise, tour groups such as the ATG are passionate about the 

power of tourism to change minds and recruit international activists. As ATG’s Executive 

Director remarks, “a visitor who follows such an itinerary will naturally develop a deep and 

profound understanding of the Palestinian condition and what solidarity entails” (Isaac et al. 

2016:49). 

One of the goals of this dissertation is to delve deeper into the assumption that 

tourists who visit Palestinian communities in the West Bank will “naturally” learn what 

solidarity entails after seeing the occupation first-hand and hearing from Palestinians 

directly. As Gutman (2017) argues, such encounters may bring more confusion than clarity 

for tourists, which arguably hinders political solidarity with Palestinians. Furthermore, most 
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studies of Palestinian-centric justice tourism focus on organizations that attract participants 

who are already sympathetic to Palestinian claims (Isaac 2009; Isaac et al. 2016; Kelly 

2016). Jewish Americans however, are often socialized to support the Israeli state and to 

distrust Palestinian narratives. By focusing primarily on Jewish-American travel to the OPT, 

this dissertation serves as a lens into understanding tourism’s potential to contribute to 

transnational peace and justice activism as well as the ideological frameworks that Jewish 

Americans use to maintain their support for Israel amidst evidence of the Israeli state’s 

oppression of Palestinians. On a broader scale, this case study sheds light on the ability of 

contact and exposure to engender political solidarity and actions against global injustice. 

 
 

Tourism and Attitude Change 

One of the most celebrated outcomes of tourism is its ability to shift attitudes. In 

particular, international travel is often taken for granted as a mechanism to increase tourists’ 

respect for foreign cultures. Study abroad programs, awareness-raising initiatives, and 

service trips all rely on the notion that greater exposure to foreign destinations will facilitate 

intercultural engagement and understanding. The implicit assumption underlying this notion, 

is that travel, especially international travel, generates positive outcomes for the traveler in 

terms of greater cultural respect, knowledge, and positive engagement with social change. 

As Kassis (2006:1) declares, tourism “is an ideal vehicle for intercultural exchange and 

tolerance, through which everyone can encounter a world at once unique and diverse.”66 

This approach to tourism is rooted in social psychology’s “contact model,” which 

holds that intergroup contact will cause positive shifts in individuals’ attitudes about 

                                                
66 Source: http://www.atg.ps/print.php?lang=en&page=palestinianandjusticetourism 
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members of the other group. As Pizam, Fleischer and Mansfeld (2002:177) explain, “this 

belief is based on the assumption that contact among individuals from diverse groups 

enhances understanding and acceptance among the interacting parties and therefore reduces 

intergroup prejudice.” Hazbun traces the enduring history of this belief in the power of 

tourism to facilitate greater cultural understanding and respect: 

The notion that one can gain knowledge and understanding of other peoples and 
cultures through travel to other lands is not simply a slogan [that] educators in the 
field of international studies invoke to encourage students to take advantage of study 
abroad programs. It is an idea at the core of anthropological fieldwork and celebrated 
in the accounts of explorers. It is not even unique to our modern era as it can be 
traced back through the travel narratives of Muslims like Ibn Battuta in the 14th 
century and the scholarship of ancient Greek historians and geographers like 
Herodotus (2012:3). 

Despite these historical anecdotes, Hazbun (2012) recognizes that tourism does not 

automatically lead to greater mutual understanding, but it must, instead, utilize specific 

strategies to achieve such outcomes. For example, he argues that efforts to use tourism to 

promote peace between Israel and Jordan “failed, in part, because the resulting cross-border 

travel experiences defined the border as a marker of difference” (Hazbun 2012:3). Instead, 

he argues, this type of tourism must “recognize the existing, but overlooked, ways that Arab 

and Israeli societies live in states that possess overlapping cultures with interwoven histories 

and territorial attachments” (Hazbun 2012:3). Hazbun is arguing for the use of tourism in 

conflict resolution as a means to reveal similarities and shared backgrounds, which can then 

serve as the basis for mutual respect and peace. He concludes that “tourism based on such 

itineraries may contribute to the pluralization of politics and identities within each state 

needed to promote peaceful coexistence between Arabs and Israelis” (Hazbun 2012:3). 

While scholars and practitioners alike maintain a deep faith in the power of tourism 

to promote peace and justice, past research remains inconclusive as to whether exposing 
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tourists to alternative political narratives will in fact engender such commitments. Activists 

and tourism advocates often assume that if travelers who are hostile to or skeptical of 

Palestinian claims met directly with Palestinians and saw human rights violations in the 

West Bank, that they would shift their political positions (Isaac et al. 2016). This view 

assumes that simply witnessing the Palestinians’ situation in the OPT transforms tourists’ 

perceptions of the conflict, which implies a belief that alternative tourism automatically 

facilitates tourists’ solidarity with oppressed populations. Such an outcome, however, is not 

suggested by the literature on tourism, activism, and attitude change, and such results have 

yet to be empirically demonstrated. As McGehee and Santos (2005:760) note, “tourism has 

rarely been examined as a catalyst of social movement participation or support for 

activism.” 

On the attitudinal level, past research suggests that simply traveling to a foreign 

country does not guarantee an increase in positive attitudes towards the host population 

(Anastasopoulos 1992; Grothe 1970; Milman et al. 1990; Pizam et al. 1991). In fact, when a 

tourist travels to a state with which the tourist’s home country has negative relations, 

negative perceptions are more likely to intensify than to become positive. In four studies of 

tourists traveling to “enemy” countries in the early 1990s, Pizam et al. (2002) found that, 

analyzed together, the studies collectively showed a relatively small number of changes in 

the tourists’ opinions toward their hosts. Of the four groups, only Greek travelers to Turkey 

experienced a significant level of attitude change towards the host country and its people 

following their trip (Anastasopoulos 1992). Despite widely held assumptions of both contact 

theorists and general perceptions regarding the positive impact of increased exposure to a 

stigmatized racial/ethnic group, the Greek tourists’ perceptions of Turks actually worsened 
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after their trip. For Israelis traveling to Egypt (Milman et al. 1990), Americans traveling to 

the Soviet Union (Pizam et al. 1991), and Turks traveling to Greece (Anastasopoulos 1992), 

the tourists rarely changed their attitudes about the visited country. However, when tourists 

from these countries did have an attitudinal shift, it was overwhelmingly negative. 

One exception to these findings is Grothe’s (1970) study of American tourists who 

traveled to the Soviet Union. Grothe investigated attitude change among Americans visiting 

the Soviet Union and found that his respondents returned home with more positive 

sentiments towards the host country’s population and a more negative perception of the 

government. In other words, the “people-good, government-bad” dichotomy was greater 

after the trip. This suggests that even when tourists develop more positive views towards a 

“hostile” country’s population, they are likely to remain critical of its government and 

policies. In addition, it demonstrates the tourist’s ability to separate institutional aspects of a 

political situation from their positive, humanizing experience with a country’s people. 

Together, these findings can be partly attributed to the psychological theories of 

confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance. Confirmation bias refers to the phenomenon of 

individuals selectively processing information that confirms his or her preexisting beliefs, 

while cognitive dissonance refers to the process by which individuals ignore information 

that contradicts their beliefs in order to accommodate logical and moral inconsistencies. 

Early sociologists such as Veblen (1899) noted humans’ orientation towards preserving 

customs as opposed to embracing change. Psychologists of the early 1900s, such as 

McDougall (1908), agreed that the mind is geared towards habit and imitation rather than 

transformation. As Jost (2015:609) explains of Lewin’s approach, “resistance to change 

stems from the fact that we value the groups to which we belong, and therefore changing our 
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attitudes or behavior is tantamount to leaving the comfortable embrace of a social reality of 

which we are part.” Lewin’s student Festinger (1957) coined the term “cognitive 

dissonance,” which asserts that individuals seek out information that confirms their 

preexisting views and avoid information that contradicts them. Tourists are therefore likely 

to travel to sites that reinforce their preexisting beliefs and adhere to a process of “selective 

exposure.” This process is arguably heightened in the context of tourism, since international 

travel requires significant amounts of time and money. Based on the understanding that 

people tend to seek information that confirms their existing ideologies and social positions, 

individuals are unlikely to invest resources in experiences that will drastically challenge 

their political views and identities. 

Theories surrounding tourism and attitude change are largely based in Allport’s 

(1954) contact hypothesis, which holds that intergroup contact tends to cause positive shifts 

in group members’ perceptions of each other. Several studies have identified that in order 

for this type of positive attitude change to occur, five factors need to be in place (Allport 

1954; Pettigrew 1998): 

1.  Equal-status contact 
2.  Intergroup cooperation towards a common goal 
3.  Intimate rather than casual contact 
4.  An authority and/or social climate of supporting intergroup contact 
5.  Initial intergroup attitudes that are not extremely negative 
 
Pizam et al. (2002) tested these five conditions of the contact hypothesis to see 

whether they were effective in creating positive attitude change through tourism. They 

measured the pre- and post-trip attitudes of Israelis on an eco-tourism trip to Jordan, two 

countries characterized by hostile relations despite a peace treaty between the two 

governments. The trip used for their study met all but the first condition, since prior to the 
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trip, Israelis perceived themselves to be superior to their Jordanian hosts. In contrast to 

earlier studies on tourism and attitude change, Pizam et al. (2002) found that the Israeli 

tourists experienced a high number of attitudinal changes, all of which were positive. Unlike 

the previously discussed tours to “enemy” countries, this particular tour was specifically 

designed to meet the conditions of the contact hypothesis, which likely caused it to spark 

positive attitude changes among its participants. 

 

The Link between Tourism and Activism 

While scholars have established that certain conditions can enable tourism to prompt 

attitudinal shifts and reduce prejudices, less research exists on the power of tourism to 

promote activism. McGehee and Norman’s (2002) study of Earthwatch is one of the few 

studies that address this link between tourism and social action. They argue that Earthwatch 

tours create opportunities for participants to develop social networks, have consciousness-

raising experiences, and to adopt thinking along the lines of “the personal is political.” 

Furthermore, in a study of tourists from a diverse sample of volunteer travel 

programs, McGehee and Santos (2005) found that participants experienced changes in their 

levels of tolerance as well as their sense of self-efficacy. For example, participants from a 

program comprised of tourists from socio-economically marginalized backgrounds shifted 

their sense of self-efficacy and political power after attending the trip. In particular, 

participants moved away from localized, ethnic identifications to holding a greater sense of 

universal, humanistic concern. As McGehee and Santos (2005:772) explain, “[p]articipants 

reported changing from identifying themselves by their ethnic background to having a 

greater need and sense of common ground with people from around the world.”  
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McGehee and Santos (2005) argue that following the trip, participants realized that 

the “personal is political” and that their everyday actions can be political decisions. 

Participants began to shift their thinking and actions in ways that integrated daily activities 

like language and consumer decisions into their activist visions. Following the program, 

participants also described engaging in new forms of activism such as starting their own 

organizations and donating to NGOs (even though the participants become more suspicious 

and selective in terms of which organizations they supported). McGehee and Santos (2005) 

explain that one contributing factor to these changes among participants may have been that 

they anticipated that the tour would change their worldviews before embarking on it. 

Similarly, they suggest that these changes may be related to the fact that participants 

generally participated in the program when they were young and at a transition point in their 

lives, which may have enhanced the transformative effect of the tour. 

McGehee and Santos (2005) analyze their findings through the lens of resource 

mobilization theory (Jenkins 1983; McCarthy and Zald 1973) as well as social psychology 

(Ferree and Miller 1985; McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996; Melucci 1988; Zald 1992). 

They base their analysis primarily on the conclusions of Knoke (1988) and Klandermans 

(1992) who note the importance of social networks as predictors of social movement 

participation. In particular, their research implies that tour groups that are interested in 

fostering political consciousness should prioritize building strong ties among participants in 

order to create a sense of community. In addition, beyond the bonds that activists form with 

each other, these networks also provide sources of information and ideas for future social 

movement mobilization. Following “Resource Mobilization Theory,” McGehee and Santos 
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(2005) argue that a social movement’s success, in the context of tourism, depends on activist 

networks both within and outside of the movement: 

Individuals are much more likely to identify with and participate in a social 
movement if encouraged by those around them. Within the particular context of 
volunteer tourism experiences, social networks are found to be important predictors 
for this involvement (2005: 762).  
 

McGehee and Santos (2005) explain that volunteer tourism provides suitable conditions for 

this type of network establishment, since such tours facilitate intense interaction among 

volunteers, researchers, officials, and local residents. Even though voluntourism projects are 

short and finite, the quality of participants’ interactions with each other, which result from 

sharing sleeping quarters and traveling together for hours at a time, are heightened compared 

to non-tourism settings. 

In terms of social psychology, activists must have a “consciousness-raising 

experience” that leads to their involvement in a social movement. As McGehee and Santos 

point out, “the irony of consciousness-raising is that it is an intensely individual experience 

that nearly always occurs within a group context” (2005:763). They draw on the political 

consciousness literature from the early 1990s to explain the ways that consciousness-raising 

may occur through tourism: 

Consciousness-raising … is transmitted through groups and organizations that are 
inspired and educated by each other. Furthermore, some activists are affected 
through direct movement-related channels, and others indirectly (informal, casual, 
word-of-mouth communication). A volunteer tourism experience may provide a 
similar indirect/informal channel for exchange of ideas, and in the process, a 
consciousness-raising experience … the ways in which volunteers perceive issues 
are tested and analyzed before their eyes, and often with their own hands (2005:763-
765). 

McGehee and Santos (2005) then draw on the work of McAdam (1989), Mueller (1992), 

and Tarrow (1994) to offer a list of elements that contribute to the occurrence of a 

consciousness-raising experience: 



 78 

1.     Realization of an “us vs. them” dynamic 
2.     Heightened awareness of injustices 
3.     Greater understanding of an issue’s complexities (commits the person to 

deeper thought about the issue) 
4.     Realization of an issue’s global nature (especially important for 

international tourists) 
5.      Realization of time commitments and long-term nature of change 

(understanding of potential time investment in the movement) 
  
McGehee and Santos (2005) connect the “us vs. them” mindset to the way that 

volunteer tourists relate to their home communities. As they explain, “support (or lack 

thereof) from friends, family, and organizations was found to have the greatest influence on 

participation in volunteer tourism. … Sometimes participants found this lack of support to 

be an incentive” (2005:768). In chapter four, I address the issue of communal support for 

participation in alternative political tours, and how this pressure to not attend a tour to the 

West Bank can both motivate and decrease tourist participation, and subsequent activist 

engagement. In conclusion, McGehee and Santos (2005:772) claim that “while major social 

change may not occur overnight as a result of a volunteer tourism experience, it can go a 

long way toward preparing participants for a lifetime of acting as an agent of change.” 

 

Jewish Tourism to the Occupied Palestinian Territories 

In regards to the specific context of Jewish tourism to the Occupied Palestinian 

Territories, limited literature exists on the ability of these tours to facilitate either attitude 

change or social movement participation. Through a quantitative survey that examined 

various elements of Jewish Americans’ engagement with Israel/Palestine, Dessel et al. 

(2017) found that traveling to the OPT positively correlated with young Jewish Americans’ 
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support for Palestinians. The variable of “support for Palestinians” was operationalized by a 

seven-item scale, which included the following statements: 

1.     I am involved in working for Palestinian equal rights 
2.     I want to learn more about the personal stories of Palestinians in Israel/West 

Bank/Gaza 
3.     I wish that I had learned more about Palestinian narratives when I was 

younger 
4.     I have sought out education about the Palestine/Israel conflict since being at 

college 
5.     I would like to have more structured opportunities to talk to Arab students 

about the conflict 
6.     I am willing to create a friendship with an Arab student 
7.     I am interested in collaborating with Palestinian people to work for peace. 
  

As seen above, the primary sentiments that these statements represent are working 

collaboratively for equality and peace and wanting to learn more about Palestinian 

perspectives. As such, respondents’ answers to these questions primarily reveal the 

effectiveness of OPT travel in terms of facilitating tolerance and rhetorical commitments to 

peace and equality. To say one is broadly committed to equal rights without specifying what 

such a commitment entails nor providing a definition of equality does not necessarily 

indicate a commitment to the elimination of inequality. Similarly, a rhetorical commitment 

to peace may still excuse certain kinds of violence, especially those that have been heavily 

normalized. As I discuss in the following chapters, many Jewish Americans fail to register 

Israeli structural violence as a hindrance to peace, even seeing it as an enabler of “peace.” 

As such, Dessel et al.’s indicators of support for Palestinians do not thoroughly address 

deep-seated ideological commitments to Israeli nationalism nor critiques of state violence 

against Palestinians. In this dissertation, I focus specifically on the power of tourism to 

engender critiques of structural violence that go beyond stated commitments to peace and 

equality. 
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My goal through this approach is not to undermine the importance of increased 

intellectual openness, commitments to peace, cross-cultural collaboration and friendships. 

Instead my aim is to supplement these findings with a deeper, ethnographic discussion of the 

ways that Jewish Americans’ intentions and self-reports of transformation translate (or do 

not translate) into solidarity with the Palestinian people. Since the long-term effects of such 

sentiments are difficult to determine, my point is not to demonstrate that such changes are 

insignificant. Instead, I aim to draw attention to the ways that such experiences can coexist 

alongside a continued adherence to current power structures that undermine liberation and 

justice for the Palestinian people. In this way, my analysis is not a criticism of American 

Jews, as individuals, nor of these travel programs. Instead, this dissertation serves as a wider 

investigation into the limits of empathy and professed openness to counter-narratives, so that 

social justice initiatives can address these shortcomings and play a larger role in movements 

for structural change. 

Unlike most evaluative studies of Israel-Palestinian peacebuilding initiatives, Aviv’s 

(2011) research addresses the issue of structural violence through comparing two Israeli-

based organizations that use alternative tourism to amplify Palestinian perspectives. She 

compares Zochrot, which directly challenges Zionism, and Encounter, whose approach more 

closely reflects Dessel et al.’s (2017) characterization of support for Palestinians. Encounter 

brings diaspora Jews to the OPT to integrate empathy towards Palestinians into participants’ 

understandings of what it means to be Jewish. They avoid politicized language, are non-

directive, and rely more heavily on humanizing, interpersonal experiences to spark 

conversation and reflection. Zochrot, which targets Israeli citizens, seeks to reorient 

participants’ Israeli identities towards a post-Zionist framework by questioning the 
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legitimacy of a Jewish state. According to Aviv (2011), both tours prompt difficult 

conversations about power, challenge national-historical narratives, and promote dialogue 

and reconciliation between Jews and Palestinians. 

While Aviv’s (2011) analysis details the content of these tours and their potential to 

disrupt dominant narratives, her study is primarily theoretical rather than ethnographic, and 

does not examine the outcomes of these distinct pedagogical approaches on participants. 

Through conducting an ethnographic case study on how Jewish participants on alternative 

tours to the OPT negotiate their commitments to Zionism and Israeli institutions, this 

dissertation builds from where Aviv (2011) and Dessel et al. (2017) left off. Aviv (2011:41) 

concludes that, “alternative Jewish travel provokes Jews to wrestle with questions of Jewish 

power in local and global contexts.” My research examines how Jewish tourists wrestle with 

these questions, and what these experiences and tensions reveal about diaspora, ideology, 

and Israeli-Palestinian politics. 

 

The Distancing Hypothesis and the Rise of Jewish American Anti-Occupation Activism  

As previously discussed, Israel holds a prominent role in many American Jews’ 

identities and it evokes strong feelings of pride, solidarity, and belonging. Such sentiments 

are systematically promoted by institutions such as synagogues, Jewish day schools, and 

summer camps, all of which employ educational programming and symbolic markers to 

cultivate American Jews’ connections to Israel (Palmer and Kraus 2017). Jewish National 

Fund (JNF) donation boxes are commonly found in Jewish-American homes, Israel’s 

Hebrew newspapers are routinely translated into English, and Israeli flags are often seen 

standing on the Bima, or pulpit, of American synagogues (Aviv and Shneer 2005). Together 
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with Israel education programs, these symbols permeate American-Jewish spaces so that 

support for Israel becomes interwoven into mainstream understandings of Jewish-American 

identity. 

Recently, however, a growing number of Jewish Americans are diverging from 

previous generations’ seemingly unequivocal support for Israel (Alexander and Bogdanor 

2006; Cohen and Kelman 2010; Sasson 2010; Waxman 2017). The 2013 Pew67 study on 

Jewish Americans found that the majority of respondents over 65 reported that caring about 

Israel is an essential part of their Jewish identity, while only one-third of respondents under 

30 made the same claim. In addition, while 45 percent of respondents over 65 felt that the 

Israeli government was making a sincere effort to reach a peace agreement, only 26 percent 

of respondents under 30 agreed. Several scholars attribute this shift to the “distancing 

hypothesis,” which argues that young Jews are less attached to Israel than previous 

generations (Cohen and Kelman 2010). Other scholars, however, maintain that young Jews’ 

more critical stances represent a deeper engagement with Israel, rather than alienation from it 

(Sasson et al. 2010; Waxman 2017). Despite these contrasting interpretations, it is clear that 

many young Jewish Americans are more willing to openly challenge Israeli policies than 

their parents and grandparents’ generations. 

The 2018 Birthright walk-offs and JVP’s Return the Birthright campaign are direct 

manifestations of this shift. Jewish communities throughout the United States are embroiled 

in a battle for the future of the Jewish-American relationship to Israel.  In 2007, J Street, the 

first liberal “pro-Israel, pro-peace” lobby of its size entered the political scene. Its inclusion 

in “pro-Israel” spaces continues to be a point of controversy, which has resulted in repeated 

                                                
67 Source: http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/ 
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instances of ostracization and J Street being ousted from Jewish federations, synagogues, and 

campus groups. Five years later, Open Hillel was formed after Harvard’s Progressive Jewish 

Alliance (PJA) was barred from co-hosting a panel with the Palestine Solidarity Committee 

entitled “Jewish Voices Against the Occupation.” To justify its stance, Hillel cited its 

guidelines of not allowing chapters to partner with, house, or host organizations, groups, or 

speakers who: 

● Deny the right of Israel to exist as a Jewish and democratic state with secure 
and recognized borders 

● Delegitimize, demonize, or apply a double standard to Israel 
● Support boycott of, divestment from, or sanctions against the State of Israel 
● Exhibit a pattern of disruptive behavior towards campus events or guest 

speakers or foster an atmosphere of incivility 

Through these prohibitions, Hillel International creates a litmus test for inclusion in Jewish 

campus communities based on students’ support for Israel. Harvard Hillel’s challenging of 

these guidelines and the idea that Zionism must be a part of a mainstream Jewish identity 

created a ripple effect. Students across the country joined the Open Hillel movement and 

began pushing for more inclusive Hillel guidelines while resisting Hillel’s attempts to silence 

critics of Israel. 

Though formed in 1996, Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP) has experienced massive 

growth in recent years, with some calling it the fastest growing Jewish organization in the 

United States.68 As JVP continues to increase its membership, its politics have moved 

steadily to the left. In 2011, JVP members voted to officially endorse Palestinian civil 

society’s call to support the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement. From 2016 

to 2018, a committee of JVP members evaluated the organization’s position on Zionism, a 

                                                
68 For example, https://twitter.com/jvplive/status/523143925503365120 
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process that culminated in an open educational series for JVP members to confront Zionism’s 

legacy of racism and settler colonialism.69 Analysts argue that JVP’s political stances 

position them outside the margins of most mainstream Jewish-American approaches to 

Israel/Palestine, and within the realm of traditional Palestinian solidarity activism. Still, 

despite their relative distance from mainstream Jewish institutional thought, JVP continues to 

grow and act as a prominent force for U.S.-based, Jewish solidarity with the Palestinian 

people.  

As a political “middle-ground” between J Street and Jewish Voice for Peace, If Not 

Now was founded in 2014 in response to the 2014 violence in Gaza. Today, If Not Now 

serves as an activist home for many young Jewish Americans who oppose Israel’s occupation 

of the West Bank. While J Street focuses more heavily on institutional channels of change at 

the government level and JVP embraces traditional solidarity politics, If Not Now focuses 

specifically on shifting the political climate within the Jewish-American community through 

education, direct action, and targeted political campaigns. Unlike J Street and JVP, If Not 

Now directs their activism exclusively towards Jewish-American support for the occupation. 

For example, If Not Now recently launched their #YouNeverToldMe campaign. Through this 

campaign, young Jewish Americans are encouraged to come forward with stories about their 

personal experiences in Israel education programs that hid or distorted facts about the 

occupation. If Not Now is also currently running its #NotJustAFreeTrip campaign, which 

urges Birthright to “tell the truth” about the occupation. While the women who first walked 

off their Birthright trips were associated with If Not Now, the action was not officially 

                                                
69 Throughout those two years, I served as a member of this committee 
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organized by the organization. Collectively, these various NGOs and activist movements 

demonstrate the growing Jewish-American opposition to Israel’s occupation. 

Each of these organizations has engaged with tourism to Israel/Palestine in distinct 

ways to advance their political agendas. Analyzing how these groups each relate to tourism 

therefore provides a useful lens to investigate the effectiveness of their distinct models for 

social change. While If Not Now encourages Birthright participants to enter their trip with a 

critical eye, JVP calls on young American Jews to boycott the program all together. J Street, 

on the other hand, recently launched a campaign to demand that Palestinians be allowed to 

speak on Birthright trips.70  

Understanding the ways that these different factions of Jewish American opposition 

to the occupation resist Israeli policies through tourism further reveals the underlying 

ideological premises that these groups operate from, as well as the distinct, and even 

contradictory activist tactics that they employ. For example, JVP finds fault in the concept of 

Jewish Americans’ inherent “right” to travel to Israel, while J Street affirms the importance 

of Israel experience trips and instead focuses their efforts on changing the content of 

Birthright tours. These contrasts raise fruitful questions about the right to travel, indigeneity, 

and the ability of tourism to transform participants’ political consciousnesses. 

These various forms of activist engagement with tourism also demonstrate how 

tourism operates as a primary battleground for the Jewish-American relationship with Israel. 

As Birthright continues to try and make itself marketable to wider audiences, and young 

Jewish Americans develop creative strategies to shift the conversation about Israel/Palestine 

in their communities, tourism increasingly becomes a site where these tensions and forms of 

                                                
70 For more on J Street’s campaign, see: https://jstreet.org/press-releases/jewish-students-urge-hillel-include-
palestinian-voices-occupation-birthright/ 
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resistance play out. As such, employing a tourism-based investigation of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict offers a new, revealing lens for understanding how Jewish Americans 

engage with the politics of the region. Clearly, political movements from across the political 

spectrum have identified tourism to be a key platform for social change. As organizations 

continue to use tourism as a way to transmit narratives, stage protests, and build social 

movements, critical analyses of such initiatives are necessary to understand their limits and 

potential. 

Even beyond the Jewish community, tourism is becoming a political mechanism by 

which states dictate the bounds of acceptability and integration into the global community. In 

2018, 19,000 visitors were refused entry into Israel, while in 2011, only 1,870 tourists were 

turned away.71 Many of these decisions are politically motivated and can be traced to Israel’s 

“Law for Prevention of Damage to State of Israel through Boycott,” which allows the state to 

refuse entry to tourists on the grounds of their involvement in the BDS movement. For 

example, in 2018, a U.S. student of Palestinian descent, Lara Al Alqasem was denied entry to 

Israel at Ben Gurion airport, despite having a visa to study abroad at Israel’s Hebrew 

University. Israeli officials cited Lara’s previous support for BDS and her role as the former 

president of her undergraduate institution’s Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP) chapter. 

After a long, highly publicized series of appeals in the Israeli courts, Lara was eventually 

allowed into the country. Her admittance, however, was contingent upon her distancing 

herself from her previous political activity, which arguably legitimized Israel’s attempts to 

police tourists’ political views upon arrival at its borders. In addition, several Jewish 

American, and even Jewish Israeli, political activists began experiencing increased 

                                                
71 Source: https://en.globes.co.il/en/article-huge-jump-in-tourists-refused-entry-to-israel-in-2018-
1001266633?fbclid=IwAR0VBkDrcJZA9lqOgThve_GEbkIce5o1j8LQJKvkmjUpAFtT9ZwWzzBk9OA 
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interrogations at Israel’s borders for their political beliefs. While these experiences have long 

been commonplace for Palestinians and other travelers of Arab descent, the increasing 

frequency of such interrogations for Jewish tourists represents changing political tides, both 

in terms of the Israeli state’s tactics for repression as well as Jewish social movements.  

Tourism is the latest frontier of the Israel/Palestine conflict. As Israel’s borders 

increasingly become a site of political discipline, activist groups and institutional powers 

alike are scrambling to direct tourist engagement towards their political aims. In particular, 

progressive NGOs in Israel/Palestine are increasingly turning to tourism as a way to build 

their sympathetic bases and to strengthen activist movements through offering alternative 

tours. This dissertation analyzes these initiatives in order to understand the ways that tourism 

may facilitate or hinder Palestinian liberation. Specifically, I focus on Jewish tourism to the 

OPT as a lens to explore the role of Jewish Americans in the struggle for Palestinian rights. 

Through this, I not only aim to assess the effectiveness of tour programs in raising awareness 

about the occupation, but I also shed light on the complex nature of the Jewish diaspora, and 

what American Jews’ relationships to Israel/Palestine reveal about the spectrum between 

indigeneity and tourism. Finally, this dissertation more broadly examines the role of contact 

and exposure to counter-narratives in motivating activism. Does learning about, and even 

sympathizing with, another population’s suffering facilitate solidarity? What conditions seem 

to lead to attitude change, and which lead to political action? Through analyzing how tourism 

changes minds without always significantly changing behaviors, I aim to identify ideological 

barriers that prevent the realization of transnational solidarity with oppressed populations 

around the world. As previously discussed, my goal through this approach is not to criticize 

tour participants and organizers, but to demonstrate the ways that their experiences and 
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organizational strategies illuminate the political distance between the majority of Jewish 

tourists’ ideological locations and Palestinians’ demands for solidarity. Through analyzing 

the ideological components of these gaps, I seek to identify pathways for solidarity that may 

more efficiently bring about peace and justice in Israel/Palestine. 

 Building on this chapter’s overview of the literature on the intersections of tourism 

and politics in Israel/Palestine, in the following chapter, I describe my methodology for 

addressing these topics. 
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Chapter 3 

Scholar-Activist Methods:  

Transnational Community Engagement 

 

 This dissertation employs a community-engaged research framework that prioritizes 

activist-scholarship. Community-engaged research involves community members and 

relevant stakeholders in the development, conduct, and dissemination of research. It aims to 

produce knowledge that advances the well-being of involved parties by upholding the 

importance of collaboration with those who are often excluded from academia. As such, my 

dissertation methods are based in my collaborations with various NGOs and Palestinian 

activists who are using tourism as a tool for social justice. Through this collaborative 

approach, I conducted 87 in-depth interviews, participated in 45 tours, and collected around 

400 survey responses. In this chapter, I describe the evolution of these collaborations as well 

as the methodological considerations that underlie my data collection process.  

Scholar-Activism 

My dissertation developed as an extension of my activism in Israel/Palestine. In 2010, 

I began working at an NGO, Windows – Channels for Communication,72 that brings together 

Israeli and Palestinian youth for dialogue programs that are designed to promote joint 

activism. Through both binational and uni-national workshops, the organization facilitates 

                                                
72 Windows’ website: http://www.win-peace.org/ 
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social action that is rooted in a commitment to peace and justice. Windows also aims to shift 

representations of Israelis and Palestinians in the media through teaching local youth how to 

produce alternative sources of media, namely a magazine, that emphasize themes such as 

human rights and equality. From 2010 to 2012, I worked as a fundraiser at Windows, where I 

managed a large grant from USAID as well as smaller funds and donor relations. As the 

person responsible for writing donor reports and annual newsletters, I kept careful track of 

our programs’ outcomes. During this time, I watched as the Israeli participants in the 

program began to shift towards a deeper understanding of Palestinians’ oppression through 

visiting the West Bank and developing relationships with their Palestinians counterparts.  

At the Windows office in Tel Aviv with staff and youth participants 

 

The Windows office was situated across from Israel’s Independence Hall in Tel Aviv, 

a flagship stop on every Birthright trip. From my office window, I could see the hordes of 
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Birthright tourists gathering around the entrance to Independence Hall each morning. Once 

inside, participants learn about the events of 1948 with little or no mention of Palestinians’ 

plight during this key historical period. Instead, participants are walked through the iconic 

moment of Israel’s declaration of independence in a way that is designed to facilitate feelings 

of pride and excitement for the creation of the state of Israel.  

As I watched these young American Jews reflect euphorically on the period of 

Israel’s establishment, I began to wonder what would happen if they heard from Palestinians 

and saw what was occurring in the West Bank. Meeting Palestinian youth and hearing about 

the occupation - the checkpoints, the wall, and the settlements - seemed to be shifting 

Windows’ Israeli Jewish participants towards a worldview that held a greater commitment to 

social justice. I became convinced that replicating this process for American Jews would 

have a similar effect. Of course, since Birthright participants and other tourists in the region 

were only in Israel/Palestine for a short period of time, we would not be able to offer the 

same long-term dialogue program for American Jews that Windows ran for local youth. 

Instead, the most practical option seemed to be creating a day-long tour to the West Bank, 

where tourists could see physical markers of the occupation and then hear from Palestinians 

directly about their lives under occupation. 

Having participated on a number of day tours to the OPT myself, I was already in 

touch with several community organizations, mostly Palestinian activists who either ran tours 

through NGOs or who hosted groups of tourists in their hometowns on a more informal basis. 

I took my idea to these potential community partners to discuss how the project may meet 

some of their political and professional goals. Because many existing organizations did not 

have the capacity to reach out specifically to American Jews on programs like Birthright, I 
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worked with a number of local unaffiliated Palestinian activists to create our own tour group, 

Walls2Windows, that would specifically target American Jews who were supportive of the 

state of Israel. 

My primary partner in the beginning of the project was Hamdan, a Palestinian man 

from Bethlehem in his late 20s with many years of experience bringing international travelers 

to the West Bank. Hamdan, a descendent of 1948 refugees, is also a disability-rights activist 

who uses his own experience as a Muslim man with disabilities to advocate for other 

marginalized individuals in his community. Hamdan was eager to collaborate with me, and 

we spent countless hours discussing our vision for the tours and taking steps to make the 

program a reality. While Hamdan was my primary contact in the Bethlehem region, Ghassan, 

a 22-year-old Palestinian man from Hebron, became my second key partner in the project. 

 

On the left, Hamdan and I in Bethlehem and on the right, Ghassan and I in Hebron  

 



 93 

Ghassan comes from a well-known Muslim, Hebronite family and lives in one of the most 

contested areas in Hebron. He has spent his life living under Israeli military rule and he deals 

with Israeli soldiers and settler harassment on a nearly daily basis. During our partnership, 

Ghassan opened the first youth hostel of its kind in the Hebron area, and he continues to 

develop creative initiatives to increase tourism to the city of Hebron. 

Rather than work through institutional channels of already established NGOs, it 

became increasingly important for me during my fieldwork to work with grassroots activists 

who lacked institutional and economic support to grow their tourism initiatives. I realized 

that, as a scholar-activist, three of the primary ways that I can contribute to social change are 

through offering time, methodological skills, and status. As a Ph.D. candidate in the United 

States, I was granted time under capitalist restrictions to invest in research that had both 

practical benefits for my community partners as well as the potential to contribute to 

knowledge that advances social change. In addition, I was trained in methodological skills 

(largely because of my own social location and socio-economic privileges) that allowed me 

to collect, analyze, and disseminate data based on the perspectives of marginalized 

populations. Given the ways that Palestinian perspectives are stigmatized and repressed in 

the U.S. media, educational system, and cultural institutions, I was compelled to use my 

status as an American Jew and as an academic to amplify repressed Palestinian perspectives 

in spaces that they are typically excluded from.   

Based on this approach to community-engaged research, my partners and I developed 

a model of action research that would not only prioritize the above-mentioned goals, but 

could also provide economic stability to my local partners. As someone with connections to 

individuals participating in mainstream Jewish tour groups and as a grant-writer with 
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fundraising skills, I realized that two of the primary ways I could contribute to this project 

and to my partners’ existing needs were through recruitment and funding. Based on our 

unique skills and positionalities, my role in our partnership was to recruit participants, 

organize logistics, and raise funding for the tours, while my partners’ roles were to 

coordinate with local community members and to provide the majority of the spoken 

narrative on the tours themselves. 

Our first tour was a major success. After heavily recruiting Birthright participants 

through word-of-mouth tactics, we were able to bring a group of 12 people, primarily young 

American Jews who had just completed their Birthright trip to the West Bank.  

 

 

The first Walls2Windows tour 
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Our recruiting strategy involved using social media to identify Birthright tours that would be 

coming to the region in the coming weeks, and then to reach out to tour participants 

individually on Facebook. If one participant agreed to attend the tour, he or she could usually 

convince several of their fellow Birthright participants to join as well. We also targeted 

Jewish students who were studying abroad at Israeli universities as well as Masa participants. 

 We found that Masa, a long-term immersion program in Israel, offered more flexibility with 

scheduling, as participants were typically in the country for longer periods of time. 

From this first tour in 2010 until the end of the program in 2015, we ran about 40 

tours, averaging around 10 participants per tour. The tours would begin with an overview of 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, where the Jewish guide used maps and other visual aids to 

discuss the history of Zionism, the Nakba, and the various wars and surges in violence 

between Israel and its adversaries. This introduction would bring participants to the present 

day, where they are faced with the failure of Oslo and continued occupation and 

dispossession of Palestinian land. 

Following this orientation, the tour then followed two different itineraries. The first 

itinerary began in East Jerusalem where participants were acquainted with some of the issues 

facing East Jerusalem Palestinians such as house demolitions, residency rights, and unequal 

distributions of government resources. The participants walk from West Jerusalem to East 

Jerusalem in order to see the changing socio-economic conditions, as well as cultural 

differences such as dress and language. Once in East Jerusalem, participants catch a local 

Palestinian bus to Bethlehem, where they sit alongside Palestinian riders as they drive by the 

Israeli settlement of Har Homa. Participants are then dropped off in front of the main 
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Bethlehem-Jerusalem checkpoint where they must show their passports to armed Israeli 

soldiers amidst barbed wire and metal detectors. 

  

Map used during the tour (Source: https://www.btselem.org) 
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Once through the checkpoint, participants witness the separation wall and then take a 

taxi to the main public square in Bethlehem. Next participants meet their Palestinian guides 

and join them for lunch at a local Falafel restaurant. After lunch, participants travel to one of 

the Bethlehem refugee camps, where a resident tells them about life in the camp. At this 

point, participants are exposed to the severe poverty in the refugee camps as well as 

historical/political visuals such as the original UN buildings as well as the fences and 

turnstiles used by the Israeli army during the intifadas. After the refugee camp, participants 

return to the separation wall to see its graffiti and to hear about how the wall has impacted 

Palestinian life. Finally, participants travel back through the checkpoint to Jerusalem, where 

the tour ends with a closing session that is sometimes joined by an Israeli anti-occupation 

activist. 

 

Political Graffiti on the Separation Wall 
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The second itinerary, which became the most common route for the W2W after 2012, 

began at the Central Bus Station in West Jerusalem where participants ride on a public Israeli 

bus, mostly full of Israeli soldiers and settlers. The bus then drops off participants inside of a 

large Israeli settlement called Kiryat Arba, just outside of the Palestinian city of Hebron. The 

group then travels by foot from the settlement alongside a road that leads to a Palestinian 

neighborhood. Though populated by Palestinians, this neighborhood is under full Israeli 

control, allowing participants to see how Palestinians are unable to drive along the road in 

front of their homes as well as how they are frequently harassed by neighboring settlers. 

Next, participants visit the old city of Hebron, where they see Shuhada Street, a 

pedestrian walkway that cuts through the center of Hebron. The road leading up to Shuhada 

Street is monitored by soldiers and used to be divided by a barricade that separated the road 

into two, one side for Israelis, one for 

Palestinians. Participants then walk down 

Shuhada Street after having their passports 

checked by an Israeli soldier. Next, participants 

visit the Palestinian side of Hebron where they 

have the opportunity to buy souvenirs and 

observe daily life. While in the market, 

participants walk underneath netting that 

catches trash and other objects thrown at 

Palestinians by settlers who live above their 

shops. Soldiers maintain an intimidating 
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presence throughout the tour, as they are constantly visible from guard towers and various 

checkpoints.  

 

 

Divided Pedestrian Walkway in Hebron 

Participants have lunch with a Palestinian family from Hebron, where they usually 

meet Mohammed, a young Palestinian who studied abroad in the United States. 

Mohammed’s knowledge of American politics and his life experiences in the United States 

make him a particularly relatable figure on the trip. After lunch, the group travels by bus to 

Bethlehem where they visit Aida refugee camp, which is located next to the separation wall 

between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Here, participants have the opportunity to approach the 

wall and photograph its graffiti. In addition, they meet another Palestinian family and learn 

about their lives in the refugee camp. The tour concludes with a closing session and a final 
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journey through the Jerusalem-Bethlehem checkpoint, where participants are asked to show 

their IDs to armed soldiers. 

 Lunch with a Palestinian family 

Surveys  

Every W2W participant completed a pre-tour and post-tour survey that was designed 

to measure the tour’s impacts. Surveys were distributed to tour participants immediately 

before and after the tour, and were mostly filled out by hand, although some surveys were 

distributed through email. The survey begins with four questions that ask participants how 

strongly they agree or disagree with each statement on a scale of one to five. The statements 

were: 

1.  It is important for those traveling to Israel to see Palestine 

2. I expect that what I will learn today will change my opinion about Israel/Palestine 

3. I have an informed and critical opinion about the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
 

4.  It is dangerous to travel to the West Bank 
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Participants were then asked: 

● Is this your first time in Israel/Palestine? 
● Have you ever participated in a Jewish heritage trip? 
● Did you plan to visit the West Bank before arriving in Israel? 
● What is the context of your current trip? 
● Are you here with a particular organization? 
● What three words come to mind when you think of Palestine? 

 
The exit survey repeats the first four questions and additionally asks: 

● Which parts of the tour were the most influential and why? 
● Did the tour change your perception of the conflict? 
● What parts of the tour were surprising and meaningful? 
● Did the things you saw and heard on the tour today conflict with things you 

previously thought about the conflict? 
 

Participants are also asked about their desire to engage further with Israel/Palestine, through 

three “yes” or “no” questions, which read: “Today’s tour caused me to want to:” 

● Be an active member of the initiative for a peaceful solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict 

● Seek more information 
● Return to the West Bank 

 
I focused my analysis of the surveys on the questions regarding whether it is 

dangerous to travel to the West Bank, how important it is for those traveling to Israel to see 

Palestine, which part of the tour was most influential, and the three questions on activism. 

For the first two questions, participants’ individual answers were recorded to determine a 

before and after effect. The average scores were calculated, as well as the difference in scores 

between the pre-tour and post-tour surveys. For the question of which part of the tour was 

most influential, tour locations were ranked by those that received the highest number of 

participants who chose it as the most influential, to the place with the fewest number of 

participants who chose it. The three questions on activism were compared based upon the 

percentage of participants who marked yes for that particular outcome.  
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Rather than serve as the central form of data collection for this dissertation, the 

surveys offered a preliminary context to identify apparent trends in participants’ changes in 

thinking. While the surveys allowed me to identify overall trends in terms of tourists’ 

reactions to the trips, it was necessary to delve deeper into the meanings that my subjects 

attributed to their identities and political conceptions through ethnographic data collection. 

As such, the surveys primarily offered a starting point for the ethnographic methods that 

make up the heart of this dissertation. By having numerical representations of which sites on 

the tour were most popular, for example, I was able to probe about these sites in more detail 

during my in-depth interviews. 

 

A Qualitative Approach 

Drawing from Ross (2017), I challenge standard approaches to evaluating 

peacebuilding programs in Israel/Palestine that rely exclusively on quantitative, pre/post tour 

surveys. As Ross argues, this form of evaluative research can privilege the researchers’ own 

preconceptions to the detriment of uncovering program participants’ own knowledge and 

what they deem to be important. In particular, relying too heavily on pre/post surveys runs 

the risk of producing surface-level data that do not fully capture the complexities of 

participants’ experiences. For example, in asking tourists about Zionism during my in-depth 

interviews, I found that people who identified as Zionists on the surveys were often much 

more critical of Israel than those who did not. Likewise, I found that those who did not 

identify as Zionists were sometimes more politically supportive of the Israeli state than those 

who did identify as Zionists. It was clear through patterns such as these that the survey 

questions were not fully capturing the complex nature of participants’ relationships to 
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Zionism and Israel. As such, relying too heavily on survey data for my analysis could have 

skewed my findings on the tours’ impacts. Therefore, while many scholars, such as Goodwin 

and Horowitz (2002), suggest that the study of attitudes is best suited for quantitative 

approaches, I found that a primarily qualitative approach to studying tourists’ attitudes 

generated the most revealing and valid data.  

As a qualitative study, my research does not attempt to determine the effects of these 

tours by controlling for other variables, but instead analytically uses OPT tours as a site for 

deep, qualitative analysis. On account of this orientation, rather than approach alternative 

tourism through a causal analysis that treats tourism as an isolated social force, I use tourism 

as a medium to explore manifestations of larger, global forces. Specifically, I treat tourism as 

a prism to investigate transformative processes, societal norms, and social movements by 

focusing on how these tours are situated within the wider context of global capitalism. In 

other words, my analysis is not designed to determine whether these tours impact 

participants’ thinking about Israel. Instead, my goal is to explore the tensions, dilemmas, and 

ideological underpinnings of American Jews’ relationships with Israel/Palestine in order to 

clarify larger sociological processes. Since I conceptualize tourism in this way, an 

exploratory qualitative approach lends itself well to this type of analysis as opposed to a 

traditional, quantitative approach that treats tourism as a variable in and of itself. 

 

Agency and Lived Experience 

In particular, I draw from Bhavnani and Talcott’s (2011) approach to “global feminist 

ethnography,” given their prioritization of lived experiences as conveyors of insight into the 

effects of globalization on inequality and social structure. Similarly, as Kelner (2010) 
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describes, tourism and its effects are ultimately tied up with tourists’ own agency. As much 

as a tour is designed to produce a certain attitudinal effect, tourists continually express their 

own unique and agentic reactions to tour experiences. As such, it was necessary to explore 

variation and nuances in tourists’ experiences, as opposed to operationalizing their reactions 

through abstracted survey responses designed to demonstrate quantitative trends. 

I also employ a primarily qualitative approach due to the cultural and historical 

specificity of my case study. Jewish Americans represent an ethnically, religiously, 

culturally, and nationalistically unique population. As Boyarin and Boyarin (2003:109) 

describe, “Jewishness disrupts the very categories of identity because it is not national, not 

genealogical, not religious, but all of these in dialectical tension with one another.” 

Accordingly, I do not claim that my findings are generalizable for all tourists. I instead use 

Jewish-American identity as a lens to shed light on larger political and theoretical debates 

surrounding peoplehood and place. In the same vein, the relatively small number of people 

who fit within the demographic and experiential confines of this case study further motivate 

an exploratory, qualitative approach. Investigating a relatively small, interconnected sub-

population (young Jewish Americans who have traveled to the OPT) enabled me to gather 

rich data on a contextually homogenous population. In other words, the specificity of this 

population and their experiences invite rigorous qualitative research that can reveal the 

historical and contextual nuances of their experiences.  

 

Grounded Theory 

 Qualitative methods are also well-suited for this dissertation due to the fact I focus 

on an emerging and understudied topic. Several scholars have argued that qualitative 
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research is often more conducive to theory-building in that it can develop theory directly 

from the data rather than relating data back to existing theories (Goodwin and Horowitz 

2002). While sociologists have developed theories of homeland/diaspora tourism and 

politically-motivated/alternative tourism, there are no well-known theories surrounding the 

combination of these two forms of tourism. In order to address this previously under-

theorized concept of “critical diaspora tourism,” my data collection process was rooted in 

Kathy Charmaz’s (2006) approach to grounded theory. I employed grounded theory in order 

to prioritize the creation of new concepts and categories as opposed to extending and 

challenging existing theories. Following Charmaz’s approach to qualitative research, I 

allowed emergent themes to influence the direction of my interviews as well as my 

participant observation, and I engaged in a reflexive process of data collection and analysis. 

 

Participant Observation 

As previously discussed, my role as a recruiter and organizer for the W2W tours 

allowed me to have a high level of access to these tours and the participants who attended 

them. After running the W2W tours from 2010 to 2012, I returned to Israel/Palestine in 2014 

to begin collecting data for my dissertation. From 2012 to 2014, my community partners ran 

the tours without me, and so I was easily able to return to the field and collect data as a 

founder and member of W2W. From the end of 2014 until the beginning of 2016, we 

organized tours at a frequency of about once or twice a month. I usually served as the Jewish 

tour guide for these trips, and I continued to collaborate with my original community 

partners, Hamadan and Ghassan, as well as a number of other Palestinian residents of 

Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Hebron. For example, we regularly took tours to meet with Issa 
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Amro, the head of Youth Against Settlements, a Palestinian direct-action group that uses 

nonviolence to challenge the occupation. In addition, we worked with a woman named Leila, 

who ran the “Women in Hebron” cooperative. Leila and her partners sell traditional 

Palestinian embroideries and other handicrafts as a means to contribute to women’s 

empowerment in the region. 

 Issa Amro speaking to a tour 

Participant observation provides a useful method of data collection when analyzing a 

particular geographical location that is highly contextual and dependent on its environmental 

setting (Lofland et al. 2005). While tours in general do not lend themselves to traditional 

forms of ethnography, given their transient settings and populations, tours to OPT are 

nonetheless rooted in a specific geographical location that organizes social relations and 
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socio-political aspects of participating individuals’ experiences. As such, in addition to 

distributing surveys in my position as a W2W tour guide and organizer, I also used the W2W 

tours as an opportunity to take fieldnotes and conduct participant observation. 

My method for taking field notes is inspired by Lofland et al. (2005) as well as 

Warren and Karner (2005). In particular, I paid attention to key events, conversations, 

sensory details, as well as my own feelings and impressions during observation. In my 

fieldnotes, I used descriptive language, and I tried to capture verbatim dialogue as accurately 

as possible. By focusing on these concrete details as opposed to theorizing and interpretation, 

I was able to amass a large amount of fieldnotes that provided full, concrete accounts of the 

tours’ events, attendees, and structure. In general, my notes included descriptive details 

regarding the tours’ sites, strategies, settings, people’s interactions, as well as the emotional 

reactions of both myself and other participants to the tour experience. 

 

Leading a W2W tour 
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My unique position as a tour organizer for W2W allowed me to take fieldnotes both 

from the perspective of a participant and a guide. In line with my commitment to amplifying 

Palestinian voices, my role in organizing W2W tours primarily involved attending to 

logistical issues in order to allow my Palestinian partners to serve as the primary storytellers 

on the trip. Accordingly, when the Palestinian guides were speaking, I was able to spend that 

time taking fieldnotes and observing how participants interacted with the stories and sites 

they were witnessing during the tours. In addition, through organizing these tours, I gained 

exclusive access to their inner-workings. For example, in planning the trips’ itineraries, it 

became clear that certain shop-owners maintained competitive relationships with each other. 

By having to negotiate which shops we would visit on our tours, I gained insight into the 

ways that tourism erodes collaboration and communal ties. 

Negotiating with taxi drivers during a W2W tour in Bethlehem 

Similarly, in recruiting speakers for the tours, the issue of normalization between Israelis and 

Palestinians frequently arose. While some of my Palestinian partners were eager to speak 



 109 

with Israeli audiences, other guides refused to speak to tours in which Israelis were present. 

The scope and quality of my data were enhanced through this insider access and the exposure 

it provided to internal dynamics, especially in terms of politics and behind-the-scenes 

negotiations. 

While conducting participant observation as a guide on the W2W tours granted me 

access to these internal aspects of the tour as well as opportunities to build trust and 

credibility among community partners, it did not allow me to take immediate, extensive field 

notes. Furthermore, as I attended and led W2W tours, it became clear that there was a need to 

expand my data collection to other tour organizations beyond W2W.  In addition to the 

practical benefits of being able to fully focus on taking fieldnotes, from an analytical 

perspective, investigating various approaches to tours in the West Bank would enhance the 

generalizability of my findings. Finally, I wanted to offer my skills as a community-engaged 

researcher to relevant NGOs in the region, so that we could collaboratively develop a 

research process that would yield beneficial results for the entire spectrum of organizations 

working to promote social justice through tourism in Israel/Palestine. 

 

Breaking The Silence 

I decided to work primarily with two other organizations, Breaking The Silence 

(BTS) and Encounter, to conduct additional participant observation and to recruit 

interviewees. BTS tours are designed to expose participants to the impacts of the occupation 

and continued Israeli settlement in the West Bank. Their tours offer a lens into anti-

occupation tourism that is primarily led by Israeli activists throughout the Israeli-controlled 

sections of Hebron (H2). The tours are led by the organization’s members, who are veteran 
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Israeli soldiers who served in the occupied territories. In this way, they use their respected 

position as members of the Israeli military to bring legitimacy to their critiques of the 

occupation and to their advocacy for Palestinian rights. As a result, the organization attempts 

to raise awareness about the occupation’s toll on Palestinian lives, as well as the unnecessary 

sacrifices and human rights abuses that Israel’s occupation requires of its soldiers. 

 

A Breaking The Silence tour 

While BTS has a vested interest in bringing Hebrew-speaking Israelis on tours to the 

West Bank, they also regularly run public tours in English, which are typically offered once 

or twice a month. A large number of their English-speaking participants are Jewish 

Americans, among whom BTS has become well-known for providing critical perspectives on 

the conflict. Some Birthright participants even sign up for a BTS trip in advance of their trips 

to Israel, knowing that they will attend a BTS tour after completing Birthright. BTS tours 

travel to the Israeli-occupied sections of Hebron as well as the South Hebron Hills. Though 
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they are guided by Israelis, the tours often include one or two interactive encounters with 

local Palestinians from the Hebron area. Unlike Encounter and W2W, Jewish Americans are 

just one segment of BTS’s participants, rather than the program’s primary audience.  

I first reached out to BTS in February of 2015 to discuss opportunities for 

collaboration. Though interested in my project, their leadership was wary of potentially 

negative publicity. After a few meetings, BTS arranged for me to attend their tours for free so 

that I could conduct participant observation and recruit interviewees for my project. Since 

many participants on the tours took notes, I was able to take extensive jotted notes during my 

participant observation without drawing attention to myself. Once on the way back from the 

tour or immediately following the trip, I turned these jotted notes into full fieldnotes. 

Following the instruction of Warren and Karner (2005), I used this method of taking jotted 

notes that were later turned into full fieldnotes so that I would be able to fully pay attention to 

events as they unfolded in the field. Also following Warren and Karner’s approach, I made 

sure to type my field notes immediately after the tour and to allot extended time to this 

process in order to ensure thick description (Geertz 1973). 

 

Encounter 

I carried out this same approach to participant observation on Encounter’s tours. 

Encounter was founded in 2005 by four American women living in Israel, who saw a need 

for Jewish travel to Palestinian communities in the West Bank. The organization describes 

itself as “a non-partisan educational organization cultivating informed and constructive 

Jewish leadership on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”73 While its primary function is to bring 

                                                
73Source: http://www.encounterprograms.org/about-us/ 
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diaspora Jews to the OPT to hear from Palestinians directly, Encounter’s founders were also 

motivated by a desire to generate dialogue within the Jewish community. Through their 

tours, the organizers sought to bring Jews from across the political spectrum together so that 

they could grapple with Israel’s treatment of Palestinians in the OPT. As Encounter’s current 

director, Yona Shem-Tov, explains, “We as Jews are not talking enough to people with 

different opinions. We gravitate to people with similar views … This can get to a place 

where it’s ripping apart communities. Encounter seeks to be an honest but hopefully 

meaningful experience on that front.”  

In addition to attending Encounter tours as a participant, I also volunteered with 

Encounter as a tour facilitator. Encounter relies on its alumni network to recruit volunteers to 

facilitate small group discussions and other logistical aspects of their trips. Volunteering as a 

facilitator provided me with access to behind-the-scenes aspects of the tours and their 

organizers’ decisions. For example, I was also able to go through Encounter’s facilitator 

training process, where we discussed issues such as handling confrontational participants, 

mediating political debates, as well as other tactics to increase learning and engagement on 

the trip.  

Over the course of the 36 months that I spent working with W2W and observing tours 

with BTS and Encounter, I attended 45 tours. The majority of the tours I attended as a 

participant/facilitator were through Encounter and BTS, while all of the tours I attended as a 

guide were through W2W. As a participant-observer, I often engaged in informal 

conversations with other tour participants in order to develop relationships that could lead to 

the participant’s interest in conducting an in-depth interview. Typically, at the end of each 

tour, I would pass around a sign-up sheet for anyone who was interested in conducting an 
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interview with me. Usually, around five to seven people would sign up for the in-depth 

interview by providing me with their contact information so that we could schedule an 

interview at a later date. 

It is likely that those who experienced more profound reactions to the tour were the 

most willing to participate in an in-depth interview about their experience. As such, my 

interview data must not be interpreted as representing the full spectrum of tourists’ 

experiences in terms of the representative sample needed for a causal analysis. Instead, I use 

the site of the alternative tour as an opportunity to explore how tourists react to experiences 

and information that challenge their deeply-held views. In analyzing my interviews, I focused 

specifically on the ways that participants either maintained their ideologies or experienced 

processes of transformation. I also prioritized interviews with participants who were 

particularly involved in mainstream Jewish institutions and who did not identify strongly 

with the Palestinian cause before the tour. Analytically, this focus allowed for a deeper 

exploration of the underlying ideologies that prevent solidarity with Palestinians as well as a 

richer site to examine the tensions and transformations that these tours provoke. 

Therefore, rather than treat my findings as representative of the tours’ effects, I 

instead geared my analysis towards using the tours as a method to examine the processes that 

underlie ideological change and resistance. As such, my findings should not be read as a 

description of the full spectrum of tour participants, nor as the full spectrum of tourists’ 

reactions to these trips. In other words, the primary goal of my analysis was not to 

demonstrate whether or not these tours transformed the majority of their participants, but 

instead to use the tours as an opportunity to illuminate ideological mechanisms and 
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frameworks. With this focus, the potential oversampling of deeply impacted participants as 

well as “mainstream” Jewish Americans did not appear to alter the validity of my findings. 

 

Interviews 

I treated interviews as my primary mode of data collection on account of their ability 

to gather rich data on interviewees’ perspectives and experiences, and due to their ability to 

reveal emergent themes (Weiss 1995, Charmaz 2006). In particular, I employed an adaptive 

approach to my interviewing, which allowed me to reflexively respond to interviewees’ 

answers. By prioritizing the emergence of new themes in this way, I avoided limiting my 

findings to previous analytical categories, which was particularly important given the limited 

sociological research on alternative Jewish tours to the OPT. Over the course of four years, I 

conducted 85 in-depth interviews, 16 of which were conducted by research assistants. The 

majority of these interviews were with Jewish-American tour participants, although a smaller 

number were with Palestinian and Israeli tour guides/organizers. 

I used interviewing to examine tensions, contradictions, and resolutions in Jewish 

Americans’ relationships to Palestinian narratives and criticism of Israel. Drawing from Ross 

(2017), my methodology is guided by my interviewees’ own discussions of meaning, as this 

approach produces rich data that take into account socio-political contexts, as well as data 

that are suited for the analysis of deep-seated beliefs. Furthermore, this approach is grounded 

in an appreciation for the active role that tourists take in their own political developments and 

experiences on the tour. Rather than treat tourists as passive recipients of the tours’ content, I 

analyze the tours in light of participants’ unique upbringings and relationships to Israel, as 
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well as the ways their memories of the tours continue to be mediated by their social and 

political environments. 

Since the post-tour surveys were distributed to participants immediately after the tour, 

I decided to conduct in-depth interviews six months to two years after the tour’s completion. 

My decision to conduct interviews several years after the tours is rooted in a number of 

factors. First, because the surveys described in the previous section already captured tourists’ 

immediate reactions to the trip, it made sense to supplement this survey data with interview 

data that were collected at a later date. On the one hand, capturing participants’ reactions 

immediately after the tour allows the researcher to control for external factors. If attitudinal 

data is collected immediately before and immediately after the trip, the researcher can likely 

attribute any shifts in attitudes to the tours themselves. On the other hand, measuring 

participants’ attitudes immediately after the trip does not necessarily reflect the tours’ long-

lasting impacts. A person may say that the trip transformed their thinking right after a 

particularly powerful experience, but then return to their previous opinions once enough time 

has passed.  

As a scholar-activist, I prioritized data collection techniques that revealed how these 

tours would continue to influence participants’ beliefs and actions more so than 

methodological approaches that would assess participants’ immediate responses to the tour. 

Therefore, while the surveys may have allowed for a more accurate, causal analysis of the 

tours’ effects, interviewing participants several years later allowed for a more accurate 

analysis of these tours’ potential to contribute to social justice. In other words, while the 

surveys facilitated a syncretic understanding of the tours’ outcomes, the interviews situated 

attitudinal shifts within a broader diacritical context of pre/post-tour, socio-political forces. 
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Rather than attempt to “control” for such factors, I conducted and analyzed my interviews in 

a way that would delve into these moments of interaction, rather than control for them. 

 

Interview Structure 

I used a combination of both semi-structured and unstructured interviews, with the 

open-ended interviews following the approach of Burgess’s (1984) “conversations with a 

purpose.” Burgess argues that this unstructured approach allows for more trust and sympathy 

to develop between the interviewer and interviewee, however, it also requires a deep 

knowledge of the interview’s topics as well as previous observation in the field. In light of 

this, I followed a semi-structured interview guide for my initial interviews (Appendix A). 

Following a routine format for the early stages of my interviewing allowed me to determine 

which questions were most effective in collecting rich data, and to gain familiarity and 

comfort with the topics I was discussing. After the first few months of fieldwork, I began 

shifting towards a more unstructured approach to my interviews, using a list of topics instead 

of an interview guide. My list included five overall topics: interviewee’s previous 

experiences in Israel, their Jewish identity, their memories from the tour, their current 

political positions, and their current activities and types of engagement around 

Israel/Palestine.  

Following grounded theory, I used these concepts as “points of departure” in both my 

interview questions and in the coding process. From these sensitizing concepts (Blumer 

1969), I developed progressively more specific topics of interest within these overarching 

areas of inquiry (Charmaz 2006). As the data collection process progressed, the range of 

topics in my interviews became more narrow as I developed a clearer theoretical framework. 
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Also, in the practice of grounded theory, I allowed the recurring issues that my subjects 

brought up in our discussions to open up new areas of inquiry for my research, which 

Charmaz describes as a crucial component of the research process. For example, I did not 

initially plan to focus on the institutional pressures on former tour participants to conform to 

mainstream rhetoric on the conflict after the tours. However, by allowing participants to play 

a greater role in the direction of the interviews’ trajectories, this topic became a prominent 

theme in my discussions with tour participants who were also institutional leaders in 

mainstream Jewish spaces. Their stories collectively signaled an urgency surrounding this 

issue of institutional pressure, and its relevance to understanding the impact of these tours on 

Jewish communal thought and action on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Ultimately, the 

interview data that I collected on this topic, although not an original component of my 

interview guide, make up the primary focus of chapter six. 

 

Interview Questions 

  In line with grounded theory, I developed interview questions that were “sufficiently 

general to cover a wide range of experiences and narrow enough to elicit and elaborate the 

participant’s specific experiences” (Charmaz 2006: 29).  I started with simple descriptive 

questions, and only later asked more complex, structural questions. I also prioritized 

participants’ comfort and trust when discussing sensitive topics, as advocated by scholars 

such as Charmaz (2010) and Weiss (1995). I began the interviews with open-ended questions 

about how the interviewee first came to Israel, what events led up to their decision to join the 

alternative tour, and what their experiences on the tour were like. I then transitioned to 

questions about their thoughts and feelings while on the tour, which events and images from 
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the tour stand out in their mind, and the most important things they learned. I then ended with 

questions about the actions the interviewee has taken since the tour and how their views may 

have changed since the tour. I attempted to end interviews on a positive, empowering note by 

asking participants how they conceptualize hope and solutions to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.  

My interview questions were designed to avoid revealing my own political positions. 

As such, on sensitive topics, I aimed to not lead subjects with particular framings that could 

then sway participants’ responses. For example, I avoided value-judgements in my questions 

by avoiding terms such as occupation, injustice, oppression, etc. Instead I would use terms 

such as situation, peace, and “doing the right thing.” In this way, I suspended my own 

evaluations of the political situation to create room for interviewees to communicate theirs. 

In addition, when confronted with potentially controversial topics, I asked questions and 

probes that called on interviewees to explain what they meant by certain terms and beliefs. 

This approach enabled me to refrain from injecting my own assessments of interviewees’ 

perspectives into the conversation by engaging controversial topics through further 

questioning and inquisitiveness.  

Following Burgess’ (1984) recommendations, I emphasized careful listening, avoided 

interrupting my interviewees, and I monitored my own words and behavior to take into 

account how they may have impacted interviewees’ answers. I also tried to pose questions in 

the interviewees’ own phrasings as often as possible. This approach not only enhanced the 

clarity and quality of communication during the interviews, but it also ensured that the 

interviews went in the direction of respondents’ own unique interests and perspectives. In 

this way, I employed a constructive approach to my interviews that emphasized participants’ 
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own definitions and assumptions in order to reveal the meanings that participants attach to 

certain events, terms, and situations.  

 

Sample 

My sample primarily consisted of young American-Jewish tourists who had traveled 

to the Occupied Palestinian Territories. The overwhelming majority of these interviewees 

were white, United States citizens, who were either enrolled in higher education or who had 

completed a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree. As such, my sample of predominantly white, 

upper-class Jewish Americans offers a useful window into understanding how privileged 

tourists from the Global North respond to the narratives of oppressed populations in the 

Global South. A small minority of interviewees were people of color, dual citizens of Israel, 

and/or from outside the United States. About 85 percent of my interviewees were under the 

age of 40, while about 15 percent were over 40. All interviewees, except Palestinian tour 

organizers, were Jewish. The following chart details these specific demographic 

characteristics as well as the tour(s) that the interviewee attended: 

 

Interviewee Demographics (by tour) 
 
Breaking The Silence (BTS) 
 

Name Sex Age Nationality         Interview Date Role 
Amy Female Under 40 North American 12/21/15 Participant 

Bryce Male Under 40 North American 3/28/15 Participant 
Dani Female Under 40 North American 1/28/16 Participant 

Danielle Female Under 40 North American 11/16/15 Participant 
Kat Female Under 40 North American 3/28/15 Participant 

Kirk Male Under 40 North American 3/24/15 Participant 
Kyle Male Under 40 North American 7/17/15 Participant 
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Madi Female Under 40 North American 6/5/16 Participant 
Olivia Female Under 40 N American (Israeli) 6/16/18 Participant 

Rob Male Under 40 North American 12/15/15 Participant 
Salvador Male Under 40 South American 6/15/15 Participant 

Tali Female Under 40 North American 4/7/15 Participant 
Wendy Female Under 40 North American 8/8/15 Participant 
Xavier Male Under 40 North American 10/9/18 Participant 

      
Abby Female Under 40 N American (Israeli) 6/14/16 Organizer 
Adam Male Under 40 N American (Israeli) 5/26/16 Organizer 

Yonatan Male Under 40 Israeli 11/10/15 Organizer 
 
 
Encounter 
 

Name Sex Age Nationality       Interview Date Role 
Allen Male Under 40 North American 9/20/18 Participant 
Annie Female Under 40 North American 12/20/15 Participant 

Avi Male Under 40 North American 12/20/15 Participant 
Barbara Female Under 40 North American 9/6/18 Participant 

Carla Female Under 40 North American 12/1/15 Participant 
Chaim Male Under 40 North American 9/19/18 Participant 
Colin Male Under 40 North American 9/16/18 Participant 
Dani Female Under 40 North American 1/28/16 Participant 

Danielle Female Under 40 North American 11/16/15 Participant 
Eliyahu Male Over 40 N American (Israeli) 11/10/15 Participant 

Ellen Female Over 40 North American 9/6/18 Participant 
Ellie Female Under 40 North American 10/28/15 Participant 

Frank Male Over 40 North American 10/2/18 Participant 
Helen Female Over 40 North American 9/20/18 Participant 

Lauren Female Under 40 North American 7/19/17 Participant 
Lila Female Under 40 North American 11/5/15 Participant 

Maria Female Over 40 North American 10/3/18 Participant 
Matt Male Under 40 North American 11/19/15 Participant 

Michelle Female Over 40 North American 10/1/18 Participant 
Miriam Female Under 40 North American 12/27/15 Participant 

Noah Male Under 40 North American 12/3/15 Participant 
Paul Male Over 40 North American 9/9/18 Participant 

Samuel Male Under 40 North American 10/8/18 Participant 
Saul Male Over 40 North American 10/28/15 Participant 

Susan Female Over 40 North American 11/20/15 Participant 
Tal Male Under 40 North American 12/1/15 Participant 

Tom Male Under 40 North American 12/4/15 Participant 
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Haley Female Under 40 North American 12/22/15 Both 
Ileen Female Under 40 North American 11/30/15 Both 

Maya Female Under 40 N American (Israeli) 12/15/15 Both 
Suzanne Female Over 40 North American 9/3/18 Both 

Tina Female Under 40 North American 12/1/16 Both 
      

Amy Female Under 40 North American 12/21/15 Organizer 
Belinda Female Under 40 N American (Israeli) 10/10/15 Organizer 
Daniel Male Under 40 North American 12/21/15 Organizer 
Emily Female Over 40 North American 10/28/16 Organizer 

Josh Male Under 40 North American 1/11/16 Organizer 
Madi Female Under 40 North American 6/5/16 Organizer 

Natenial Male Under 40 Israeli 12/15/15 Organizer 
 
 
Walls2Windows (W2W) 
 

Name  Sex Age Nationality      Interview Date Role 
Anna Female Under 40 North American 11/16/14 Participant 
Benji Male Under 40 N American (Israeli) 7/22/14 Participant 

Brandon Male Under 40 North American 8/22/14 Participant 
Daisy Female Under 40 N American (Israeli) 8/3/14 Participant 
Eddie Male Under 40 N American (Israeli) 8/31/14 Participant 
Elaine Female Under 40 North American 7/26/15 Participant 
Emma Female Under 40 North American 8/30/14 Participant 

Fernando Male Under 40 South American 4/29/14 Participant 
Jamie Female Under 40 North American 6/2/14 Participant 
Kara Female Under 40 North American 7/20/15 Participant 
Lisa Female Under 40 North American 8/21/14 Participant 

Louis Male Under 40 North American 11/23/13 Participant 
Maggie Female Under 40 North American 11/24/13 Participant 

Mark Male Under 40 North American 8/21/14 Participant 
Rachel Female Under 40 North American 7/14/14 Participant 

      
Ghassan Male Under 40 Palestinian 10/17/16 Organizer 
Hamdan Male Under 40 Palestinian 10/17/16 Organizer 

Khaled Male Under 40 Palestinian 12/24/16 Organizer 
Motassem Male Under 40 Palestinian 10/17/16 Organizer 
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Other Tours (Ex: Green Olive Tours, MEJDI, Rabbis for Human Rights) 
  

Name Sex Age Nationality        Interview Date Role 
Caroline Female Under 40 North American 7/24/14 Participant 

David Male Under 40 North American 12/21/15 Participant 
Ivan Male Under 40 N American (Israeli) 6/22/16 Participant 

Bruce Male Over 40 North American 10/10/15 Participant 
Jen Female  Under 40 North American  10/2/18 Participant 

Kayla Female  Under 40 North American  9/1/18 Participant  
Leila Female  Under 40 North American  12/4/15 Participant 
Alice Female  Under 40 North American  8/24/15 Participant 

Sophia Female Under 40 European (Israeli) 8/28/15 Participant 
      

Yair Male Under 40 N American (Israeli) 6/27/17 Organizer 
Baha Male Under 40 Palestinian 3/14/17 Organizer 

Caley Female Under 40 North American 12/3/15 Organizer 
 

As seen above, I also conducted 23 “expert” interviews with tour guides and 

facilitators who are labeled above as “organizers.” Many of these organizers were also 

former tour participants. I labeled them as “both” when our interview focused relatively 

equally on their experiences as both a guide and a participant. These key informants were 

able to attest to the inner-workings of the tour organizations as well as their personal 

observations of tour participants. However, as Charmaz (2006: 27) warns, “professionals 

may recite public relations rhetoric rather than reveal personal views.” As expected, several 

of my interviews with leading staff-members, especially among those with whom I had not 

yet established a deep level of rapport, involved interviewees reciting the organization’s 

official rhetoric. Rather than discuss personal reflections in transparent ways, these official 

spokespeople would instead stick to impersonal talking points. Many of my other “expert” 

interviews, however, proved to be fruitful in terms of ascertaining insider information about 

the tours as well evaluating the internal emotional and political struggles of those working 
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within the tour organizations. As a result, interviews with insiders whom I had developed 

close and candid relationships tended to yield the richest data. 

 

Content Analysis 

Noticing the similarity between professionals’ rhetoric in the interviews and the 

language on the tours’ websites and official publications, I engaged in a textual study of the 

tour organizations’ official publications and statements in order to supplement my interview 

data. As Charmaz (2006) suggests, I also analyzed personal emails and reflections that 

interviewees were willing to share with me to contribute to this content analysis. Many of 

these emails were letters that tour participants had written to important figures in their lives 

such as Jewish Day School teachers or their childhood Rabbis. These emails provided an 

intimate look at how participants processed their trips, and how they decided to share their 

experiences with those whom they expected to be hostile to their reflections. 

 Overall, I completed a textual analysis of 54 documents of extant texts such as 

participants’ emails, op-eds, public/promotional testimonies, journalistic articles, tour 

websites, tour promotional material, organizational surveys, and more. The majority of my 

textual analysis relied on organizational materials that were used to investigate the “professed 

images and claimed objectives” of the tour organizations. These texts were comparatively 

analyzed along with interview and fieldnote data. I used these texts not as corroborating 

evidence, but instead, as objects to be analyzed themselves. As such, I analyzed these texts to 

understand organizations’ intentions and assumptions, through comparatively evaluating 

areas such as style, content, and presentation. 
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As with my interview data, I treat these textual documents as representations of 

organizational and personal perspectives, rather than as objective facts. Since my dissertation 

deals with politically sensitive content as well as organizations’ strategic representations of 

themselves, it was crucial for me to be aware of the ways that my data were coming to me 

through a sanitized process that was responding to current  political constraints and 

expectations. My positionality as an American Jew who worked in the tourism industry put 

me in a particularly effective position to be aware of the ways that political and other 

contextual forces were shaping the data I collected.  

 

Positionality 

         Burgess (1984) emphasizes the importance of shared characteristics, like gender and 

age, to build rapport with interviewees and to attain honest and revealing answers. 

Accordingly, I paid attention to the ways that my own identity and my relationships with 

interviewees influenced my data collection process. As Charmaz (2006) explains, “research 

participants appraise the interview, assess the situation, and act on their present assessments 

and prior knowledge.” Being an ethnic insider (Zavella 1996) therefore not only afforded me 

access to my research site and sample, but it also endowed me with a helpful familiarity of 

participants’ choices in language as well as the ability to gain participants’ trust (Lofland et 

al. 2005). It was clear through my interviews that sharing the same identity as my 

interviewees allowed for more frank conversations that may have been more difficult to 

attain if the researcher did not share the interviewee’s identity of an American Jew who had 

spent time in Israel. For example, by sometimes sharing relatable aspects of my own personal 
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background, interviewees appeared more comfortable opening up to me about controversial 

and emotional topics than with non-Jewish interviewers. 

Interviewees also knew that I was previously involved in organizing W2W tours, 

which likely affected how some interviewees answered my questions. Rather than see this as 

detracting from my “objective” position, I used our shared experiences and their awareness 

of my knowledge of the tours to delve deeply into the emotional and identity-based aspects 

of the interview. This approach appeared to reduce interviewees’ reliance on superficial, 

conciliatory remarks, which allowed for rich data collection. In addition, my familiarity with 

W2W tours also enhanced my ability to analyze my interviews and fieldnotes, as I conducted 

my analysis with an understanding of the tours’ inner-workings, staff decisions, finances, and 

other relevant contextual information. 

 

Coding and Analysis 

In analyzing my data, I treated interviewees’ narratives as interpretive constructions 

of past events that shed light on questions of meaning (Josselson 2004). In other words, I 

treated my interview data as “reconstructions of reality,” rather than as retellings of reality 

(Murphy and Dingwall 2003; Silverman 2004). In particular, I paid attention to interviewees’ 

constraints and expectations, and how these contextual factors may have impacted their 

responses. Working from the premise that it is impossible to determine the objective, 

essential meaning of any discourse, I employed hermeneutics of faith in my data analysis in 

order to “restore” meaning to my interviewees’ narratives. This approach upholds 

interviewees’ own understandings of situations and seeks to prioritize interviewees’ cultural 

knowledge and interpretations of reality. As such, I treated implicit comments as symbolic 
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extensions of deeper meanings rather than distortions of them. In addition, I drew from 

Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) approach to grounded theory in which data collection and analysis 

are completed simultaneously. This allowed me to employ a constructive approach to my 

data collection and analysis that prioritized participants’ own definitions and assumptions in 

order to reveal the meanings that participants attach to situations (Charmaz 2010). 

I transcribed the majority of my interviews in the early phases of my research. I then 

hired trusted, outside transcribers to complete transcriptions of my interviews towards the 

end of my data collection and analysis. All of these transcriptions were uploaded to NVivo 

which I used to analyze for recurrent themes. To begin coding, I asked myself broad, 

reflective questions, as suggested by Lofland et al. (2005). For example, I began my analysis 

by reflecting on questions such as: 

1.  What is this? 
2.  What does it represent? 
3.  What is this an example of? 
4.  What is going on? 
5.  What are people doing? 
6.  What is the person saying? 
7.  What do these actions and events take for granted? 
 
I used these questions to engage in “open coding,” whereby I read through the transcripts to 

identify overarching concepts and themes. Using NVivo, I labeled the appropriate quotations 

with a code that represented how the quotation answered the relevant question from above. 

When another case of this code appeared, I re-used my code to label it. I coded extensively 

and pervasively by reading and coding transcripts line by line, and I coded passages in as 

many categories as seemed appropriate. 

         I then moved into a process of focused coding, or “sorting” according to Weiss 

(1995). For focused coding, I refined, combined, and elaborated on codes. I also eliminated 
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codes that did not appear to be descriptively and/or analytically useful. In order to make these 

decisions, I thought about which codes were appearing at the greatest frequency, as well as 

which codes would likely be central to my analysis. Once codes became saturated (40+ 

nodes), I created subdivisions to clarify relevant themes within the code. I hired four research 

assistants to assist with the final stages of coding. After training these students-researchers in 

NVivo and qualitative analysis, I familiarized them with the codes I had developed and 

instructed them to code the remaining transcripts. This not only allowed for the timely 

completion of my analysis, but it also ensured intercoder reliability among a diverse group of 

researchers.  

At the end of this process, I had ten primary codes, each with several sub-codes within 

them based on over two-thousand pages of interview transcripts. The primary codes were: 

1. Changes in Thinking (206 quotes) 
2. Tour Pedagogies (185 quotes) 
3. Jewish Identity (146 quotes) 
4. Zionism (119 quotes) 
5. Humanization (117 quotes) 
6. Engagement (111 quotes) 
7. Political Views (110 quotes) 
8. Attachment to Israel (87 quotes) 
9. Emotional Reactions (80 quotes) 
10. Skills and Knowledge (47 quotes) 

 
Based on these primary codes, I then diagrammed codes and sub-codes in order to 

understand the processes and interconnections among them. Following the advice of Lofland 

et al. (2005), I developed concept and flow charts in order to identify how various categories 

explained and related to each other. Through these diagrams, I was able to identify patterns 

and processes that were illustrated by my data. These patterns make up the basis for the 

following three chapters, where I analyze the experiences of American-Jewish tourists in 

Israel/Palestine.  
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 As stated at the beginning of this chapter, my data collection and analytical process 

are intended to challenge conventional approaches to research, which are often beholden to 

the interests of an academic elite. Both academic scholarship in general, and research on 

Israel/Palestine in particular, tend to privilege information that upholds the status quo. As a 

scholar-activist, my goal is to democratize knowledge on Israel/Palestine and to balance 

political biases in U.S. society. I also recognize that no researcher approaches his or her topic 

from a fully objective position. Every individual is bound by their own social locations, 

structural interests, and societal constraints. As Howard Becker writes: 

To have values or not to have values: the question is always with us. When 
sociologists undertake to study problems that have relevance to the world we live in, 
they find themselves caught in a crossfire. Some urge them not to take sides, to be 
neutral and do research that is technically correct and value free. Others tell them 
their work is shallow and useless if it does not express a deep commitment to a value 
position. (1967: 239) 
 

As Becker and many others have argued, there is no such thing as the “value free,” neutral 

researcher. Every aspect of scholarship production involves subjective decisions about whom 

to interview, what questions to ask, which terms to use, and how to present one’s findings. 

With this in mind, the following chapters represent my attempt to prioritize knowledge that is 

both accurate and excluded from loci of power. Rather than emphasize themes and patterns 

that would appease those who currently hold disproportionate power in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, I allow the experiences of those living under occupation to guide my quest for truth 

and factual accuracy. In a credentialist, capitalist society, it is rare for knowledge that 

challenges current power structures to infiltrate mainstream conveyors of information. I 

therefore see it as my duty, as an academic, to use my platform to uplift perspectives that are 

typically absent from discussions on Israel/Palestine in the United States.   
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In addition to developing findings that represent the perspectives of those who are 

excluded from conventional leadership roles and decision-making, I aim to offer analyses 

that answer questions of practical usefulness to those resisting oppression. Since substantial 

research already exists on the ability of tourism and contact to reduce prejudice and spark 

rhetorical commitments to peace, my goal is to instead uncover the underlying, ideological 

logics that inhibit transnational solidarity despite these changes in empathy and compassion. 

This decision is motivated by my belief that as long as these barriers remain hidden and 

excused, oppression will continue. Through documenting these barriers, I hope to offer 

conclusions that empower activists to better address obstacles to ally-ship between privileged 

populations in the Global North and oppressed peoples in the Global South. In sum, by 

contextualizing my data within the worsening human rights situation in Israel/Palestine, my 

dissertation is designed to be first and foremost accountable to the Palestinians and Israelis 

who have lost their lives to violence and to the Palestinian people who experience structural 

violence and a denial of their rights on a daily basis.  
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Chapter 4 

Motivations and Expectations: 

(De)Politicized Upbringings and Diaspora Tourists  

 

A group of Jewish-American college students are standing nervously at a checkpoint 

in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT). Towering over them is the 26-foot concrete 

wall that separates the Palestinian city of Bethlehem from the Israeli-controlled city of 

Jerusalem. Crammed between barbed wire, they are shoulder-to-shoulder with hundreds of 

Palestinians, people they have systematically been taught to fear. Israeli soldiers, members of 

an army that these tourists have been conditioned to idolize, now point their weapons directly 

at the group of Jewish students. This is the first time these young Jews find themselves on the 

other side of the wall, and, by extension, on the “other side” of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.  

In the following three chapters, I investigate how Jewish Americans process their 

alternative tours to the OPT. Given the ways that mainstream tourism socializes Jewish 

Americans into supporting Israel, their travels to the OPT serve as a lens into the role of 

tourism in solidifying or complicating dominant Jewish narratives of the conflict (Kelner 

2010). As discussed in chapter two, scholars of contemporary Jewry have noted a recent 

transformation in the ways that young American Jews conceptualize their Jewishness (Cohen 

and Kelman 2010; Waxman 2017). This and the next chapter focus specifically on this 

demographic by investigating how young American Jews grapple with criticism of the Israeli 

state, and how they incorporate this criticism into their diasporic and religious identities. 
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I situate my analysis at the intersection of two seemingly disparate fields: Palestinian 

alternative tourism as a tool to engender solidarity, and the literature on Jewish attachment to 

Israel (see chapter two). As young Jewish Americans become more critical of Israel, 

Jewish/Israeli institutions continue to rally behind tourism as a way to reverse this trend. At 

the same time, progressive NGOs and both Israeli and Palestinians activists are repurposing 

Jewish tourism to facilitate, rather than hinder, American Jews’ critical engagement with the 

region. By focusing on these efforts, I provide insight into the underlying ideologies, 

tensions, and motivations behind young Jewish Americans’ relationships with 

Israel/Palestine.  

From an early age, Jewish Americans are socialized to ascribe to racialized tropes of 

normalcy and conceptualizations of legitimate versus illegitimate violence in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. Through homeland tours such as Birthright, American Jews are 

conditioned to think of Israeli soldiers as their peers and protectors, and of Palestinians as 

collectively dangerous. In this chapter, I focus on the processes behind this socialization and 

how both mainstream and alternative tourism interact with Jewish Americans’ upbringings. I 

explore the mechanisms by which Jewish-American tourists continue to see Israeli soldiers’ 

violence as “normal” and ethically necessary, while Palestinian violence remains inherently 

threatening. This differential treatment of Israeli and Palestinian violence is so deeply 

ingrained in tourists’ mindsets that it appears to sustain their sanctioning of Israeli 

dominance, despite evidence of Israel’s oppression of Palestinians. Based on the data 

presented in this chapter, I argue that this durability of differential legitimations of Israeli 

versus Palestinian violence is at the core of humanizing experiences’ inability to shift 

tourists’ ideologies.  
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Tourists’ Motivations and Political Backgrounds 

While most alternative tourism to the OPT attracts travelers who are already 

sympathetic to the Palestinian cause, W2W appeared to be uniquely successful in recruiting 

young Jewish Americans with neutral or even negative opinions of Palestinians. BTS on the 

other hand tended to attract participants who were more critical of the occupation. Despite 

these differences, both W2W and BTS tourists maintained a differential perception of Israeli 

and Palestinian violence that appeared rooted in their childhood upbringings as well as their 

experiences on mainstream tours to Israel like Birthright.  

None of the W2W participants were involved in activities that could be considered 

“pro-Palestinian” at the time of their trip, and very few reported a preexisting desire to travel 

to the OPT prior to arriving in Israel. While BTS participants were often more familiar with 

critiques of the occupation, tour participants, in general, were either still forming their 

opinions about Israel/Palestine or had adopted a liberal-Zionist perspective on the conflict. 

For example, Rob, a BTS participant, explained: 

I am pro-Israel because I want Israel to exist, and be a thriving democracy, and a 
Jewish state. I’m proud of that … I was reading an issue of The Atlantic last week, 
and four times in articles that had absolutely nothing to do with Israel [they 
mentioned the] contributions of Israeli society ... I was like, wow, that society’s 
amazing, and they’re doing amazing things. I’m proud of them ... we have a lot to 
thank Israel for. In that way, and in wanting that to continue, I’m pro-Israel, and in 
being willing to say I think that these are things that are a threat to that project, I’m 
pro-Israel. 
 

For Rob, criticism of Israel is not primarily about solidarity with Palestinians. It is about a 

strong belief in Israel’s righteousness as a state, and his desire to see it fulfill its potential as a 

thriving democracy. Like many of the W2W and BTS tour participants, Rob holds a great 

deal of pride for Israel, and he sees his willingness to confront its problems as an engagement 

with his pro-Israel orientation rather than a detraction from it. 
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Further evidence of participants’ underlying commitments to Israel, as distinct from 

Palestinians, can be seen in the way interviewees described their Birthright experiences. As 

discussed in chapter two, Birthright tours are designed to cultivate young American Jews’ 

identification with Zionism. In 2017, Birthright banned tour groups from speaking with 

Palestinian citizens of Israel or residents of the occupied territories.74 Within the last year, 

two major protest movements formed to challenge Birthright’s demonization of Palestinians 

and its alleged distortion of the conflict. Recent Birthright participants, who were affiliated 

with If Not Now (INN), led a string of walk-offs during the summer of 2018, and If Not 

Now’s official campaign charges Birthright with “hiding the truth about the occupation.” 

Similarly, Jewish Voice for Peace’s (JVP) “Return the Birthright” campaign called on young 

Jews to boycott Birthright. As their manifesto reads75: 

As young Jews, we recognize that Israel is not our birthright. In 1948, Zionist militias 
expelled over 700,000 Palestinians from their homes and villages, an act of ethnic 
cleansing, known by Palestinians as the Nakba or “catastrophe” in Arabic, that 
cleared the land for the creation of the modern-day state of Israel.… Taking a 
Birthright trip today means playing an active role in helping the state promote Jewish 
“return” while rejecting the Palestinian right of return. It is not enough to accept this 
offer from the Israeli government and maintain a critical perspective while on the trip. 
We reject the offer of a free trip to a state that does not represent us, a trip that is only 
“free” because it has been paid for by the dispossession of Palestinians. And as we 
reject this, we commit to promoting the right to return of Palestinian refugees. 
 
In contrast to the activists of JVP and INN, most of my interviewees enjoyed their 

Birthright experiences and were not politically critical of it. For example, Elaine had just 

returned to Israel on her own after participating in Birthright when she decided to attend 

W2W. Birthright was a life-changing experience for her that instilled a newfound love for 

                                                
74 Source: https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-birthright-orders-trip-providers-to-end-meet-ups-
with-israeli-arabs-1.5462267 
 
75 For the manifesto’s full text, see: https://jewishvoiceforpeace.org/returnthebirthright/#1503600634512-
7c5eee0a-7f36 
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Israel and Judaism. Like most participants on W2W, Elaine looked back fondly on Birthright. 

As she commented: 

So, the first time I went to Israel was with Birthright, because I honestly had never 
really had any interest in studying Judaism or Israel at all … my mom actually signed 
me up without me knowing.…I had an amazing time and made some really good 
friends … I felt like everybody connected really well as a group.… [I had a] very 
positive experience on Birthright. 
 

In this way, participants like Elaine were closer in their political views to the average 

Birthright participant than the full-fledged anti-occupation or anti-Zionist activists of groups 

like INN and JVP. In addition, like the majority of Birthright participants, most interviewees 

did not feel as if they were being preached to on their Birthright programs, despite the 

program’s clear political leanings (Kelner 2010). As Caroline reflected: 

I think it was a really positive experience, Birthright is very fun ... I didn’t really 
know the first thing about Israel when I went on Birthright, so I wasn’t necessarily 
questioning anything then. … it was a very social, party thing … I think that without 
Birthright, I wouldn’t have wanted to go back to Israel and then when I was in Israel 
(I was there for 10 months) that’s really when I became very interested in the culture 
and the politics … my [Masa] program is a left-leaning program, but I felt like they 
weren’t doing enough to show the realities of what was happening in the West Bank 
... So, I thought I would go see it for myself … so that I could have more context. 
 

At the time of their trips Elaine and Caroline were not critical of Israel, and only developed a 

curiosity in such criticisms at a later point in their lives. Still, despite these later 

developments, Birthright persists as a positive memory for them that coexists with their now 

more informed approaches to Israel. As I will discuss later, that W2W participants were able 

to maintain positive sentiments towards Birthright exemplifies the persistence of the 

emotional, identity-based attachments that homeland tourism promotes, even in the face of 

subsequent criticism of the homeland state. 
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For the majority of W2W participants, Birthright was such a meaningful experience 

that they decided to return to Israel on their own or to extend their stays in the country.76 

Saxe et al. (2011) found that about one in four participants return and/or extend their stays in 

Israel after the completion of their Birthright trip. In order to participate in a BTS or W2W 

tour, all of the interviewees in this chapter had to extend their stays in Israel after Birthright 

or return to Israel at a later date. This suggests that compared to Birthright participants, in 

general, the sample of interviewees for this dissertation were perhaps more strongly affected 

by their Birthright trips and experienced higher levels of connection to Israel than most 

Birthright participants. 

 Caroline explained how she was largely uncritical of Israel during Birthright, and 

how she enjoyed the program’s fun, festive atmosphere. Only later, after establishing an 

initial connection through Birthright, did she develop a deeper interest in the politics of the 

region. For many participants, their interest in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was sparked by 

their Birthright trips. Despite having positive experiences on the program, they found 

themselves with unanswered questions, craving more complex explanations of the region. 

These experiences of questioning often led participants to tours like W2W and BTS, which 

then served as catalysts for more critical understandings of Israel. As Emma, a W2W 

participant, explained: 

When I was there on Birthright I liked it, it’s very exciting. ... I always wanted to go 
to Israel … to travel around and see all of the beautiful sites, that within itself is a 
really cool experience. It wasn’t until after that I started having some questions about 
the things that they were telling us on the tour, you know? I hadn’t even thought 
about … that there’s human rights abuses going on, I just thought “oh there’s this 
complicated conflict going on about land.” 

                                                
76 All Birthright participants are presented with the option to extend their stays in Israel and are often 
encouraged to do so. Participants are responsible for the cost of these extensions including the change in airfare 
as well as their living expenses for the period after the official Birthright program ends. For more information: 
https://www.giltravel.com/brithright-faq-2/#how-much-will-it-cost-me-to-extend-my-trip 
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For Emma, a shift in framing from the situation as a complicated conflict over land to a 

human rights issue was key to her beginning to ask questions. In such cases, reliance on the 

“conflict’s” complexity can function to dull participants’ recognition of power dynamics and 

their interest in proactively challenging Israeli oppression. By conceptualizing 

Israel/Palestine as a complicated conflict, Emma was able to have a “cool,” “exciting” 

experience on Birthright, where she felt connected to her heritage. Yet once relations 

between Israelis and Palestinians became a matter of social justice and were not merely an 

intractable issue involving age-old, territorial disputes, her relationship to the region began to 

take a different course. 

While W2W participants were, for the most part, new to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict and often oblivious to the political nature of Birthright tours, BTS participants tended 

to offer harsher critiques of their Birthright experiences. For example, Kat, a BTS participant, 

who was previously involved in more left-leaning circles, said of her Birthright trip, “it was 

so much propaganda, I actually was in so much shock.” For the most part, W2W participants 

extended their Birthright trips or returned to Israel after a positive Birthright experience, and 

only later developed criticism of the Israeli state. Yet for many BTS tour-goers, Birthright 

was a disturbing experience that they felt compelled to counter. For example, Kat was certain 

that she wanted to challenge what she had experienced on Birthright: “I wouldn’t say I 

necessarily had a concrete plan of what I wanted to do after Birthright, I just knew I wanted 

to do anti-Birthright, whatever that meant.” 

         Similarly, Madi, another BTS participant who also had previously associated with 

more left-wing circles, said of Birthright that she “found the whole experience to be really 



 137 

exhausting and tiring.” In recounting her time on Birthright, she described strategies that the 

program used to cultivate political support for Israel’s military actions. As she remembered: 

One of the things on Birthright that I thought was really disturbing was that the trip 
leader started off the trip by saying, “what I’m gonna tell you, these are the facts, like 
I’m not trying to brainwash you, I’m just telling you the facts.” And so much of her 
narrative … was like, “this is where the Arabs attacked us” and like “we want peace 
but the Arabs keep attacking us.” 
 

 Tour guides use the rhetorical strategy of presenting their narratives as objective facts to 

influence participants’ thinking. In this particular case, it appears that such a strategy was not 

only ineffective, but it actually solidified Madi’s alienation from Israeli justifications for their 

violence against Palestinians. Madi went on to describe: 

I even think at one point she used the words like “poor Jews, we just keep getting 
attacked.” And then we did this activity with the soldiers where they presented to us 
real life situations and I think the three situations were that a Palestinian woman 
shows up at a checkpoint pregnant and is trying to get to a hospital but her car is filled 
with stuff and they have to go through all this stuff. The second one was like there’s a 
boy with a Molotov cocktail and you see him, what do you do … The third one was 
that Hamas has taken over a civilian home in Gaza and they’re launching rockets 
from it. … And in each one of the scenarios, the Americans on my trip… would 
always say the answer was always we should not consider Palestinian civilian lives, 
we should bomb the house, don’t risk Jewish lives going in ... it was always 
prioritizing Jewish lives over Palestinian lives, and that was really disturbing. 
 

In this activity, young American Jews are presented with scenarios that serve several 

socializing functions. First, by presenting the situations as difficult, ethical dilemmas, tour 

guides employ the facade of choice in cultivating participants’ adherence to Israeli narratives. 

Rather than “brainwash” participants, as Madi’s guide explained she was not doing, 

participants are given the presentation of choice, so that they can feel as if they arrived at 

their conclusions about Israeli violence on their own. Birthright providers are aware of how 

their trips have become stigmatized as propaganda within some circles, and so they are 

careful to offer their viewpoints through a framework that emphasizes objectivity and passive 
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presentation of facts. By specifically stating that they are not telling participants what to 

think, or that it’s up to the participant to decide what to do, tour guides are often solidifying 

participants’ absorption of the guides’ opinions. 

Secondly, these scenarios emphasize the Israeli army’s morality. Rather than justify 

Israeli political and military rule through themes such as geopolitical factors related to 

diplomacy, tour guides invoke the morality of the soldiers to appeal to Birthright participants. 

In these accounts, Israeli soldiers are not presented as part of an institution engaged in 

military occupation. Instead, they are well-intentioned individuals who must constantly make 

morally ambiguous decisions of how to best promote safety and justice. More than simply 

transmit “facts,” this approach aims to reinforce the humanity of Israeli soldiers in way that 

will absolve the Israeli state of blame. 

Finally, these scenarios require young Jewish tourists to imagine themselves as the 

soldiers. This tactic blurs the line between tourist and host, and it reinforces young Jewish 

Americans’ sense of a shared identity with Israelis. As noted in chapter two, homeland 

tourism often allows for tourists to gain insight into themselves through encountering 

“others” who collectively share ties to the visited “homeland.” By asking the Birthright 

participants to imagine themselves as the soldiers in these scenarios, young American Jews 

are being instructed to empathize first and foremost with Israelis as opposed to Palestinians. 

In this way, Israel’s disproportionate power in these various situations goes unchecked, and 

American Jews’ empathy towards Israeli soldiers as well-meaning individuals (who are “just 

like them”) is strengthened. 
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Israeli Soldiers as Peers and Normalizers of Violence 

Justification of Israeli structural violence is also accomplished through the physical 

presence of armed guards on Birthright as well as activities designed to promote intimate 

relationships between young American Jews and Israeli soldiers. As numerous interviewees 

said to me, there was often a competitive “vibe” among participants to see who could hook-

up with the Israeli soldiers. For many of the more critical BTS participants, this atmosphere 

annoyed them, such as Tali, who complained of her Birthright trip, “there weren’t really 

people I connected with ... it was political obviously, but I think most people who were there 

were just there to party. And like hookup, or whatever.” 

Armed guards function as a hallmark of the mainstream tourist experience in Israel. 

Tour groups like Birthright can be spotted by identifying the young Israeli trailing behind a 

crowd of American college students, often wearing a bucket hat and carrying a large, 

outdated weapon. Trip organizers proudly claim that these guards have never had to provide 

immediate security. For example, Mayanot, a leading Birthright program’s website, reads: 

Every Birthright Israel group is accompanied by a licensed medic and armed security 
guard who has served in the IDF. Not once in the history of the program have any of 
these armed guards ever had to use any type of force. Although trained and ready, in 
15 years, thousands of these guards on Birthright Israel busses from around the world 
have simply had a good time and made friends with the participants.77  

 

This excerpt gives the impression that instead of primarily providing security, these young, 

often attractive, Israeli men and women serve as cultural intermediaries between the Israeli 

army and Jewish-American civilians. Several interviewees commented on the ways that 

Birthright and other similar travel programs strategically incorporate Israeli soldiers into 

social contexts to promote friendly and romantic relationships. As Amy described of this 

                                                
77 Source: https://mayanotisrael.com/3056-2/ 
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strategy, “let’s put a really hot soldier on your bus with a big gun and convince you that 

soldiers are cool and you need to have someone with a big gun with you.”  

By organizing social activities between Birthright participants and Israeli soldiers, 

medics, and guards, who could be the tourists’ peers, Jewish Americans are socialized into a 

positive, cordial orientation towards the Israeli military. As Kelner writes (2010:48), “the 

intent, in part, was to foster among visitors a sense that they have a personal stake in the 

conflict’s outcome. Structuring opportunities to forge relationships with individual soldiers 

was one way of accomplishing this.” He continues to describe how Birthright’s program 

structure is “pervaded by attention-grabbing security measures that tour operators highlight 

rather than mask,” which “add valence to the portrayal of Israel as a dangerous place for 

Jews by creating a vicarious experience of Israeli Jewishness in which tourists are helped to 

feel themselves to be potential targets of Arab or Islamist violence” (Kelner 2010:99). 

Such normalization of Israeli violence facilitates Birthright and Masa participants’ 

support for the Israeli army and can cause them to further doubt claims of the IDF’s brutality. 

The implicit message of the casual and pervasive presence of armed Israelis in public spaces 

is that the Israeli monopoly on violence is sanctioned and necessary. These contextual 

indicators, coupled with the rhetoric that Jewish-American tourists receive in Jewish 

institutional spaces, condition them to be fearful of Palestinian violence and to understand 

Israeli state violence as not only defensive, but also part of a necessary and just social 

structure. As Jamie commented, “I’ve heard probably a hundred times, the Israeli scouts 

saying, Israel doesn’t attack unless we’re provoked, Israel never attacks unless we’re 

provoked.” 



 141 

The result of this conditioning is that armed Israelis come to symbolize a sense of 

security and protocol. Visual and rhetorical signifiers of ultra-militarization therefore not 

only function to reinforce a sense of fear, but they also inscribe a framework into tourists’ 

mindsets whereby Israeli violence is seen as facilitating stability, safety, and normalcy, while 

Palestinian violence is deemed as deviant. The juxtaposition of visible Israeli militarization 

with hidden, “menacing” Palestinian violence is therefore not merely a method to reinforce 

associations of Palestinians with aggression, but it also becomes interwoven into participants’ 

senses of social structure. This in turn cements Jewish Americans’ belief in the morality and 

necessity of violent Israeli dominance, not only as a response to Palestinian violence, but as a 

normalized element of safety and order while traversing spaces in Israel/Palestine. 

 

Childhood Socialization:  

“My parents drank Coke, not Pepsi, because Coke supported Israel” 

Participants’ experiences on Birthright, though sometimes monumental in developing 

their connections to Israel, did not occur in a vacuum. This socialization typically begins in 

Jewish Americans’ early childhoods. At Jewish summer camp, for example, American Jews 

participate in “Israel days,” where campers dress up as Israeli soldiers and play “counter-

terrorism” games. Wearing the colors of the Israeli flag and smears of camouflage war paint 

on their faces, campers crawl through tunnels and are told to outsmart the Arab terrorists 

lurking in the shadows. These programs are often run by former and current Israeli soldiers, 

who simultaneously serve as the campers’ caretakers. As such, young American Jews’ 

idolization of the Israeli military begins from an early age. As Anna describes, in the past her 

camp even engaged in a collective effort to send weapons to the future state of Israel: 
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I was brought up in a very pro-Zionist environment, there was never a question about 
it. My parents drank Coke not Pepsi, because Coke supported Israel. I went to a very 
pro-Zionist Jewish summer camp.  We actually sent guns to Israel when [the camp] 
was founded in 1939. ... So it was just never a question, it was always like, you’re 
pro-Israel, you stand with Israel. My aunt one time said, Israel is like a child, you 
might not always agree with it, but you stick with it … I was trained to be defensive 
… I also did a hasbara tour once, and that’s all they do is train you how to defend 
Israel, so, I was definitely very defensive back in the day. 
 
Many other W2W participants recounted such anecdotes from their childhoods, 

where an unwavering support for Israel was promoted in their synagogues, schools, and 

homes (Dessel et al. 2017). As Ellie recounts: 

I went to a Jewish Day School starting from kindergarten. … I had grown up as a 
very blind supporter of Israel, and that was what advocacy meant when I was in 
college and high school, and even elementary school. 
 

Participants’ upbringings ranged from taking place in more liberal synagogues and Jewish 

spaces, to right-wing environments that were, for example, supportive of the settlements. 

Reflecting on the contradictions between his upbringing and his recent experiences in 

Israel/Palestine, Avi recalled, “I oftentimes have a personal struggle between how I feel as 

someone who grew up in a very fervently Zionist community, religious Zionist community, 

where Jewish life in the West bank was not a topic of discussion. It wasn’t an issue, it was a 

way of life.”  

Despite these differences, participants from both liberal and conservative 

backgrounds, especially W2W participants, consistently described growing up in 

environments where support for Israel went unquestioned. As Daisy explains of her ideology 

before the tour: 

I would say, I was never really opinionated. I just like kind of took all the 
information, this is really sad (laughs), but I just grew up in this Jewish bubble, I went 
to Jewish school my whole life, my parents are Israeli, so I was born with one 
opinion. It wasn’t even my own opinion, it was just something I was born with. 
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The fact that support for Israel was assumed in most W2W participants’ upbringings speaks 

to its strength as a socializing ideology. As Parenti (1978) argues, the most powerful 

ideologies are those that go unquestioned. In fact, it was when support for Israel became 

blatant and demanding, rather than implicit, that participants described moments of doubt. As 

Anna explained: 

I actually definitely had a moment where I was like … this is such propaganda, 
they’ll tell me anything even if it’s not true. I actually saw a factual thing that was 
incorrect and I pointed it out to them, because they wanted me to teach this to other 
people … I saw two incorrect facts in a 50-minute presentation, but I said “I caught 
two, I don’t know everything, so what else could be incorrect in here”… I realized I 
needed to find out more about what was true and what wasn’t true, like what was 
propaganda and what wasn’t. 
 

Noticing factual inconsistencies and beginning to feel that her political socialization was a 

form of propaganda prompted Anna to explore other sources of information, ultimately 

leading her to W2W. Kelner (2010:116) documented a similar trend on Jewish Americans’ 

Birthright trips, noting that, “the more preachy the staff, the less connected to Israel the 

participants later claimed to be.” 

While direct promotion of pro-Israeli narratives, or Hasbara78, sometimes resulted in 

unintended effects, more diffuse modes of political socialization, especially those that 

occurred in participants’ early childhoods, appeared successful in generating identification 

with Israelis over Palestinians. As Maggie recalled in regard to whether the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict was addressed in her Jewish Sunday School: 

They showed us the Palestinian Sesame Street where they have all the kids with the 
guns, like “that’s the enemy” (laughs) … I mean you definitely develop a sense of the 
enemy… On the high holidays they say a prayer for Israel ... If there was a suicide 
bomber, they would say something about it in services … There’s a lot that I just 
don’t understand, it’s just so complicated… there’s a lot of people that think of Israel 
in terms of Birthright, I mean it’s called Birthright, it’s a place you go, that’s yours, 
and anyone who attacks it, is the enemy. Growing up, you think of Israel as this like 

                                                
78 Israeli propaganda or strategic public relations efforts to improve Israel’s image abroad. 
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magical place for all the Jews, you don’t think of the fact that someone went in there 
at some point and took a bunch of land from people and then gave it to the Jews. 
 

Benji similarly reflected: 

I was sort of drinking the Kool-Aid ideologically, because this is what I was exposed 
to in the States … I really believed the narrative … “we’re in the right and 
Palestinians have no place here.” I was being given what they would have called a 
centrist view, but it really had a rightist leaning in terms of “they are violent; we are 
not violent, they are not supposed to be here; they have taken over our land; this is 
our land.” In retrospect, I see that is a very rightist view, short of violence … they 
never advocated violence … but it was certainly a very single-sided view in terms of 
“Israel is right, Judaism is right, Zionism is this way, and this is the only valid 
narrative in the region.” 
 

While many participants like Maggie cited their lack of knowledge about Israel prior to 

W2W, master narratives that uphold Israeli dominance and orientalize Palestinians were still 

present in respondents’ descriptions of their views both before and after the tour. For 

example, even though Benji retrospectively recognizes that he was socialized into a right-

wing understanding of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he still does not see such ideologies as 

promoting violence.  

In describing their expectations of W2W, the majority of participants articulated 

racialized tropes of Palestinians as violent and primitive. As Maggie explained: 

Birthright makes [the OPT] look like this like run-down, no rules, ghetto, it’s just like 
the heathens on the other side ... like if Israel wasn’t there to control, to contain them 
… When you get to the other side, it’s not like that, it was a lot calmer than I 
expected, especially after going through the gates and expecting this whole scene. 
The impressions you have are that it’s just mayhem. 
 

In this way, Palestinians’ violence is tied to a sense of chaos and unrest. These perceptions 

were present in several participants’ expectations of the tour. For example, Emma, who had 

also recently completed her Birthright program, similarly expressed preconceptions of 

Palestine that were rooted in racialized, colonial logics: 
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[With] the small amount of information I knew about it, I thought it was basically like 
nothingness. They kept calling things camps and stuff. Like I just thought that 
[meant] not very built up, just like villages … I had never pictured a city … or just 
like infrastructure, it just didn’t occur to me. 
 

From the early years of the state until today, Zionist narratives employ the rhetoric of the 

violent, primitive “other” in order to justify the displacement and control of indigenous 

Palestinians (Isaac et al. 2016; Said 1978). The pervasive themes of barbarity and violence in 

participants’ expectations of the West Bank demonstrate the durability of this rhetoric and its 

enduring role in diaspora tourists’ experiences. Even though many W2W participants 

characterized themselves as uninformed and did not strongly identify as supporters of Israel, 

they unconsciously employed racialized logics in their understandings of Palestinians. This 

suggests that the same orientalist tropes used in the founding of the state—of Palestinians as 

backwards, undeveloped, and malevolent—are transmitted today into many Jewish 

Americans’ perceptions of the conflict through programs like Birthright. These findings 

imply that even those Jewish Americans who see themselves as outside the bounds of 

political socialization often travel to the OPT with underlying preconceptions of Palestinians 

that are rooted in colonial mentalities. 

 

Motivations: Seeing “Both Sides”  

Participants’ motivations for attending W2W and BTS primarily revolved around the 

theme of seeing “both sides.” Nearly all participants recognized that their prior education on 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was skewed towards a “pro-Israel” slant, and that they lacked 

exposure to Palestinian narratives. Participants varied however from those who saw the tour 

as an opportunity to clarify their understandings of the conflict to those who saw the tours as 

a necessary counterpoint to their experiences in mainstream Jewish spaces. Fernando, who 
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was heavily involved in pro-Israel activism in his home community, explained his motivation 

for attending W2W as: 

Getting the story of both sides. [Seeing] the nasty things that happen in Palestine 
every day … I wanted to experience that and see it with my own eyes. I consider 
myself a pro-Israel person, but that doesn’t mean I consider myself anti-Palestine. I 
support a two-state solution … I was prepared to see things that I knew I wouldn’t 
like. I wasn’t going on the defensive like, “no these people are lying to me and this is 
not true.” I was very open-minded. But my vision toward Zionism in general did not 
change at all. 
 

For Fernando, the W2W tour was a chance to expose himself to issues in the West Bank that 

could challenge his support for Israel. He entered the tour knowing that the information 

would contradict some of his beliefs, but he was nonetheless open to the experience and 

careful to not approach the W2W tour with hostility. However, Fernando is clear that even 

though he did not approach the tour defensively, his underlying commitment to Zionism went 

unchanged. This lack of change regarding Zionism, which was common among tour 

participants, makes up the focus of chapters five and six.  

         Others entered the tour with more neutrality, though they were still not particularly 

sympathetic to the Palestinian cause. For example, Maggie, who attended a W2W tour just 

after her Birthright program, said: 

I really want to see the whole picture of Israel and to understand it more. You go on 
Birthright and you get one really full complete one side of the argument … [I was] 
just aware that there were two sides to what we’re seeing, and one side was really 
funding this trip … I thought going with Windows was a really good way to see the 
other side. 
 

Like most W2W participants, Maggie’s motivations to attend W2W were not rooted in a 

preexisting sympathy with Palestinians, but instead, in a logical analysis of Birthright’s 

alignment with Israeli interests. 
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Among tourists on BTS tours, there was a greater number of participants who held 

harsher criticisms of Israel prior to their tour of the OPT. They were therefore passionate 

about counteracting Birthright with an experience that would expose them to Palestinian 

perspectives. For example, Madi recounted an incident on her Birthright trip that sparked her 

interest in hearing other perspectives: 

And at some point, we caught a glimpse of the wall and someone asked the tour 
leader, “what’s that, is that the wall?” and she was like, “just forget about it … it’s 
nothing, don’t worry” … I needed to see it for myself in order to really solidify the 
journey from “one side to the other side”… one of the things I found so frustrating 
about it [Birthright] is they have pegged themselves as presenting us with a new 
narrative that we’ve never heard before, but it was just so redundant from everything 
I had heard growing up … if you want to try to cover up the existence of the wall 
okay that’s your prerogative ... but that doesn’t mean I’m not gonna be curious about 
what the wall is or how it impacts people. 
 

As discussed in the previous section, Madi feels that Birthright facilitates continued exposure 

to the dominant narratives promoted in mainstream Jewish institutional spaces. For 

participants like Madi, Anna, and many others, when they saw that certain perspectives were 

being hidden from them on Birthright, they became more curious and more motivated to seek 

alternative explanations. 

Overall, participants ranged in terms of their political orientations before attending an 

alternative tour. On one end of the spectrum were tourists like Fernando, who were open to 

hearing perspectives that they would likely disagree with, on account of their strong “pro-

Israel” orientations. In the “middle,” were those like Maggie, who were relatively neutral 

upon attending the tour, but still implicitly prejudiced against Palestinians. And at the other 

end of the spectrum, were young Jewish Americans like Madi, who specifically sought out 

experiences that would address inaccuracies or gaps in the information they received on 

Birthright and during their childhoods. Yet despite these distinctions, almost all of the 
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participants were united in that they were motivated to attend the tours in order to address the 

slanted nature of their upbringings. In this way, participants were distinct from many Jewish-

American tourists in that they recognized the bias in their own childhoods and education.  

However, despite this recognition, participants generally discussed their motivations to attend 

the tour as rooted in an openness to new information rather than an intention to confirm 

preexisting beliefs. In this way, participants typically entered the tour with an open-minded 

approach. Still, even with this genuine curiosity and budding criticism of dominant 

perspectives, conceptualizations of social structure that privilege Israeli violence typically 

remained intact both before and after the OPT tour. 

 

Motivations: Complexity and Credibility 

One of the strategies that hasbara activists use to promote Israel advocacy is to 

highlight the complexity of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as a method to silence critics. 

Characterizations of the conflict that emphasize complexity and moral equivalency between 

Israelis and Palestinians are often criticized for not adequately recognizing an explicit power 

dynamic that privileges Israeli political interests (Aouragh 2016; Abu-Nimer 2001; Gawerc 

2006; Hubbard 2001; Maoz 2000; Ross 2017; Rothstein 1999). Studies of Palestinian-Israeli 

peacebuilding efforts have drawn attention to the dangers of drawing false equivalencies 

between Palestinian and Israeli positions, arguing that portraying the two groups as equal 

players in a conflict decontextualizes the situation from its settler-colonial foundations and 

ignores Israel’s political/military advantages over Palestinians.79 Palestinian solidarity 

activists similarly argue that claims of complexity and exceptionalism protect the Israeli state 

                                                
79See also the BDS Movement on the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel:  
 https://bdsmovement.net/pacbi 
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from critique and hinder activism rooted in coalitional approaches to fighting oppression.80 

For example, by presenting the Israeli-Palestinian as distinct from and “more complicated” 

than racism in the United States, racial justice groups may decide to forgo joining coalitions 

with Palestinian solidarity organizations. Furthermore, the Israeli government and supporting 

organizations have specifically instructed Israel advocates to invoke the argument of 

complexity in the face of analogies that draw parallels between the occupation and apartheid 

as well as Zionism and colonialism.  For example, as Aouragh (2016) describes a 2009 

instructional report by The Israel Project: 

The report documents the methods that lie behind the meticulously organized media 
hasbara and concerns Israel’s move to a positive (soft) discourse by demonstrating 
which language should be deployed to advance the pro-Israel paradigm. It gives an 
example of how to counteract the ‘right of return’ (enshrined in UN General 
Assembly Resolution 194) by re-framing it as an unreasonable Palestinian ‘demand’ 
that is blocking peace efforts. This political recalibration is designed to reinforce the 
sense of the conflict being complicated. The report warns against declarative 
statements (every, totally, always and never) because ‘westerners think in shades of 
grey.’  

In the face of the political insecurity that such tactics breed, W2W and BTS 

participants were generally united in that they often saw the tour as a way to bolster their 

own credibility when voicing opinions about Israel/Palestine. Participants frequently cited 

the increased social legitimacy that the tour would provide them, marking them as someone 

who would be perceived as qualified to speak about the conflict. For example, Caroline 

stated, “I felt like I couldn’t really like talk about it unless I actually saw Palestine for myself 

... I can be like - I’ve actually been there. And I can like talk to people from my personal 

                                                
80 For examples of this argument, see the following websites and articles: https://www.vox.com/cards/israel-
palestine-misconceptions/the-conflict-is-too-complex-to-possibly-understand 
http://www.themedialine.org/news/boycott-israel-nah-not-really/ 
https://electronicintifada.net/content/how-israel-lobby-courting-us-latinos/13207 
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experiences about it.” By implying that only those with personal experience in the region 

and/or extensive academic knowledge can voice opinions about the conflict, potential critics 

become insecure in their resistance to Israeli policies. As Rob explains: 

I knew that these were experiences that I wanted to have. I had been criticized so 
much … for being uninformed about Israel, and so I wanted to have first-hand 
accounts that I could deliver, admittedly, with a perspective that you get from 
organizations like Rabbis for Human Rights, and T’ruah, and Breaking The Silence, 
which are against the occupation. ... what I saw made me confident in the kinds of 
stories that I tell. I would say that the motivation was largely that. 
 
As previously discussed, BTS participants like Rob were generally more informed 

and critical of Israel before their tours than W2W participants. Rob and other BTS 

participants, like Madi and Kat, knew early on that they wanted to travel to the West Bank to 

expand their critical viewpoints. In contrast, W2W participants were less politically 

intentional in their motivations, and instead either saw W2W as a way to hear “both sides” 

and “complete the picture,” or to test out their pro-Israel commitments. This can likely be 

attributed to the distinct recruiting styles that BTS and W2W employed. While BTS tours are 

well known and often have a waitlist, W2W tours were less popular and involved strategic 

recruiting to attract participants.  

Yet despite these variations, participants, across the board, were interested in 

strengthening their ability to be able to speak out on behalf Israel/Palestine. The fact that 

such insecurities and a subsequent desire for increased credibility were so widespread among 

participants of distinct levels of knowledge and engagement, demonstrates the effectiveness 

of tactics, such as those used by the Israel Project, in silencing criticism of Israel through the 

language of complexity. In this way, tours to the West Bank appear to provide participants 

with confidence and a set of personal experiences that they can then wield against attempts to 

silence criticism of the occupation.  
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Expectations: Fear of Palestinian Violence, the Need for the Israeli Protector 

One the of the key differences in W2W versus BTS participants, especially among 

those who grew up in more right-wing environments, was their reported levels of 

knowledgeability about the conflict. As Emma, a W2W participant who recently completed 

Birthright, explained: 

I really wanted to go to the West Bank. I was relatively new to Israel and I was scared 
to go by myself… to go with someone else sounded like such a cool, unique 
experience, especially because they called it online a “post Birthright” trip. … That 
language within itself prompted me to really want to do the tour and understand the 
situation more. Because I really didn’t understand it. 
 

While BTS participants often came into the tour with some level of self-professed 

knowledge, W2W participants, like Emma, cited their own lack of knowledge as a 

motivating factor for the tour. As discussed in the previous section, BTS participants often 

saw the tour as a way to confirm or elaborate on fledgling viewpoints, while W2W 

participants considered themselves more of a “blank-slate.” 

However, despite these accounts of varying familiarity with the politics of the region, 

both BTS and W2W participants frequently expressed sentiments of fear and nervousness 

about traveling to the OPT. Like Emma, Kara – another W2W participant, explained how she 

would not feel safe traveling to Palestinian communities without a tour guide, commenting 

that she thought W2W appeared to be “a safe way to do it.” She explained that going with the 

tour group also had the added benefit of directing her to the right locations and people to talk 

to, which exemplifies most participants’ lack of familiarity with Palestinian communities. 

While participants felt insecure in their ability to navigate Palestinian spaces, they often felt 

confident about their ability to comfortably navigate Israeli spaces. As she continued, “I feel 



 152 

like if I would have gone on my own it would have been difficult to know where to go and 

what to see and who to talk to.” 

Daisy, a Jewish American with dual Israeli citizenship, ended up on W2W almost by 

accident. Her Swedish boyfriend, who was living in Tel Aviv at the time, suggested they take 

the W2W tour. Without quite understanding where they would be traveling, Daisy agreed, 

noting that she probably would not have participated if it weren’t for her boyfriend. 

I thought it was just going to be like the OPT checkpoints rather than going into 
proper Palestinian territories, so when I found out I was pretty scared … and I 
remember telling my boyfriend, I don’t know if I can go through with this … I was 
just afraid that I might be taken as like a prize … that’s what my fear was … We were 
walking out of the territories and we were going to the checkpoint, and some official 
from the Palestinian Authority who was like dressed up in his military uniform was 
staring at me, that scared me… I feel like I could be a really easy captive. 
 

Daisy’s notion of Palestinians kidnapping her as a “prize” emphasizes the absence of 

political motivations in her assessment of Palestinian violence. Rather than motivated by 

resistance, Palestinian violence is likened to a barbaric force that needs to be contained and 

regulated. In addition, Daisy’s interpretation of a uniformed PA officer’s stares (a common 

occurrence with tour groups) as signaling the threat of being kidnapped, demonstrates her 

deeply ingrained fear of opportunistic Palestinian violence. Her visceral reaction was also 

likely due to the fact that the Palestinian man who was staring at her was wearing a military-

like uniform. As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, while Israeli militarization is 

associated with fun, relatability, and morality, Palestinian militancy is perceived of as 

inherently menacing and dangerous. 

Such frameworks for understanding Palestinian violence as opposed to Israeli 

violence are common in dominant Israeli/Jewish narratives, and appeared to seep into the 

political rhetoric that is promulgated on tours like Birthright. These tropes then stayed with 
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many participants, even after they had trusting, peaceful experiences in the West Bank. Even 

when participants were critical of their own fear of Palestinians, it often persisted in their 

experiences in the West Bank beyond the tour. Sophia, who had previously traveled to the 

OPT with a tour group, recounted a trip she took on her own to Ramallah, a major Palestinian 

city in the West Bank. As she described: 

Going to Ramallah for the first time, I was with my friend and we slept in this house. 
And I remember with my friend, we had locked the door because we were so afraid 
that somebody would come in the middle of the night and kidnap us (laughs). We 
didn’t admit that to each other, but we just knowingly locked the door, just in case. 
Honestly, I would still be afraid …. Like I’m afraid, while understanding the 
sentiments behind it. So, you know, of course I’m afraid because I am a great target, 
especially now when I already made Aliyah and I went again … It’s always a bit 
scary. 
 

Like Daisy, Sophia invokes the idea of being an “easy target.” To spend the night in a 

Palestinian home in Ramallah as an Israeli citizen (though she can present as a foreigner) is a 

radical act that signifies her left-wing politics and ties with Palestinians. Despite this, Sophia 

still describes a similar sentiment to Daisy, who held a much less critical stance on Israel. 

This again illuminates the ways that diaspora Jews, despite their political backgrounds, are 

socialized into understanding Palestinian violence as irrational and opportunistic. 

Interestingly, Sophia and her friend both took precautions to protect themselves against the 

threat of Palestinian violence while avoiding admitting to each other that they were afraid. 

Such occurrences reveal the ways that diaspora Jews recognize the problematic nature of 

their fear and how it may be stigmatized as racist and irrational but are simultaneously unable 

to shake their adherence to stereotypical characterizations of Palestinians as inherently 

violent. This demonstrates how even when participants experience attitudinal shifts in terms 

of their logical understandings of the conflict, even when they emotionally experience 

positive contact-based encounters with Palestinians, and even when they develop political 
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criticism of Israel - their socialized tendency to dehumanize Palestinians and view them 

through a racialized lens as malevolent opportunists can persist. 

On account of this kind of fear, W2W participants frequently cancelled their 

reservations for the tour the night before the trip, often due to security concerns. Several 

interviewees noted feeling pressured by their communities to avoid traveling to the West 

Bank. In particular, interviewees frequently referenced the intense fear that their parents felt 

around them attending a W2W or BTS tour. As Kirk, a BTS participant with an Israeli 

mother, commented, “my mom was freaking out that I went to Hebron. I don’t know what 

her image of Hebron was, but everyone knows it’s like this crazy, crazy place. But she was 

really scared.” For many participants, the intertwining of fear with a refusal to visit the OPT 

was often rooted in political rejection of intentional travel to Palestinian communities. As 

Elaine explained: 

I think that my family had kind of put a lot fear into me and “oh you can’t go there, 
you don’t know enough, you don’t have the security with you, you’ll get killed”… 
People have told me that it would be dangerous and my friend Tal, who had gone to 
the army and everything, she said to me that even she wouldn’t go to Hebron, she said 
that she would be too scared and she told me she wouldn’t go, and she was like “wow 
I can’t believe you’re going.” 
 
W2W tour organizers were constantly asked about security precautions, with one of 

the most common questions being whether the tour would be accompanied by an armed 

Israeli guard. As Elaine added, “I was expecting this group to be much more organized in a 

different way than it was, so I think I was expecting more security at first.” As Sophia and 

Daisy’s fears of being taken hostage exemplified, this desire for Israeli security forces on the 

tour is rooted in the belief that Palestinian violence is opportunistic and indiscriminate, and 

that Israeli violence is a necessary, defensive measure to contain such threats. To the dismay 

of participants who requested an Israeli security presence, organizers would explain that 
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entering a Palestinian community with an armed Israeli guard would disrupt the program’s 

mutual trust with Palestinian hosts, as it could signal aggression and raise suspicions. The 

fact that these Jewish tourists saw no problem with bringing an armed Israeli guard into 

Palestinian communities, exemplifies the massive differences between Jewish Americans’ 

relationships to Israeli violence and Palestinians’ relationships to Israel violence. 

This contrast is best exemplified by Elaine’s comment above, where she explains that 

even her friend who is an Israeli soldier would not feel safe traveling to Hebron. Israeli 

soldiers typically invite hostility from Palestinians in the West Bank. When an armored 

vehicle enters a Palestinian community or a soldier approaches a group of Palestinians in the 

OPT, they represent an occupying force, not a friendly presence. The Israeli army’s typical 

activities in the West Bank include running checkpoints, conducting searches and 

questioning, patrolling heavily controlled areas, repressing popular demonstrations, and 

carrying out raids and arrests (Khalili 2012). As such, their presence generally signals 

aggression and control to local Palestinian communities. On account of American Jews’ 

carefully cultivated affiliation towards the Israeli army, tour participants struggle to 

differentiate between the danger that Israeli soldiers may experience in Palestinian 

communities compared to the lack of danger that tourists experience. Rather than see 

themselves as tourists entering the community of a neutral host population, many participants 

identify instead with Israeli soldiers, in terms of their own positionalities in the West Bank. 

In other words, tourists’ Jewishness takes precedence over their non-Israeli-ness and/or 

civilian status. Because young American Jews are socialized to identify with Israelis and to 

see themselves as “one people” through diaspora initiatives like Birthright, they sometimes 
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fail to understand how Israelis soldiers’ overt aggression and threat to Palestinians’ lives 

contribute to Palestinians’ hostility towards the IDF. 

Furthermore, this identification with Israeli soldiers also locates the root of 

Palestinian violence in deep-rooted anti-Semitism rather than a reaction to Israeli policies. In 

the minds of those who expect to be kidnapped upon traveling to the West Bank because they 

are Jewish, Palestinian violence is thought to be opportunistic and directed against Jews in 

general rather than the Israeli state. My point here is not to undermine Jewish fear of 

Palestinian violence. Over the last few years, Israelis, tourists, and diaspora Jews have all 

been victims of terror attacks inside Israel and the West Bank. Accordingly, the history of 

Palestinians’ use of indiscriminate attacks on civilians contributes to this sentiment. 

However, it is important to note that none of these attacks have been carried out against 

foreign tourists who were visiting Palestinian communities. They have all taken place in 

either Israeli settlements or cities, unless they were responses to an Israeli military presence. 

Despite this context, tourists are often unable to imagine Palestinian areas as peaceful, 

normalized spaces. Participants conflate the attacks of a few individuals with Palestinian 

society as a whole, rather than understanding the violent, political contexts and isolated 

geographies within which the attacks occur. 

While much of this socialization was the product of tourists’ childhoods and 

Birthright experiences, tourists who were currently on a long-term program in Israel, such as 

Masa, also experienced social pressure to maintain a differential treatment of Israeli and 

Palestinian violence through their programs. One of the most overt ways that these programs 

cultivate this fear of Palestinian violence, whether intentionally or unintentionally, is by 

banning travel to the West Bank. Even though foreign tourists regularly visit the OPT 
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without an increased threat to their safety, mainstream Israel-experience programs often 

present travel to Palestinian communities in the West Bank as an extremely dangerous 

endeavor. For example, even the Dorot Fellowship, a leadership program that places young 

American Jews in progressive organizations that work on behalf of human rights and social 

justice, still contributes to this atmosphere of fear. As the Dorot Foundation’s travel policy 

reads: 

We urge Fellows, in the strongest terms possible, not to travel to Area A of the West 
Bank. If Fellows choose to travel to Area A, against the advice of the Dorot 
Fellowship in Israel and the Israeli and American Governments -- they will do so at 
their own risk. … A Dorot Fellow, with the advance written approval of the DFI 
Senior Educator, may travel to Areas B and C of the West Bank to participate in 
periodic and temporary experiences relevant to the Israel Learning component of the 
Personal Learning Program ... A Dorot Fellow may not have regular or standing 
commitments to learn or volunteer in Areas B or C of the West Bank. 
 

Other programs with more mainstream political orientations fully ban travel to Palestinian 

communities in the West Bank while provisionally allowing travel to Israeli settlements. 

Despite the fact that all of the recent incidents involving Jewish-American victims to 

Palestinian violence occurred in in Israeli settlements rather than Palestinian communities, 

most programs allow some room for travel to Israeli settlements while completely forbidding 

travel to Palestinian areas. As the website of Young Judaea Year Course, a prominent Israel 

experience program for diaspora Jews, states: 

In general, Year Course participants are allowed to go to the Jewish Quarter of the 
Old City. They are not allowed to enter the West Bank without permission of the 
director of Year Course AND parental consent communicated to the YC Director no 
less than 48 hours before the expected travel (subject to change depending on the 
security situation). Participants are not allowed to enter the Gaza Strip or any areas 
within the West Bank under Palestinian Authority control. 
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Both Young Judaea and Dorot’s policies on travel to Palestinian communities in the West 

Bank (worded as “Area A” and “areas under Palestinian Authority” control respectively) also 

imply an attempt to discourage exposure to Palestinians’ lived realities.  

Whether or not this is the intention of the programs, the reverberations of these 

policies help to solidify a sense of fear of travel to Palestinian communities. They mark 

Palestinian spaces as abnormally dangerous, which feeds into colonial tropes of Palestinians 

as uncivilized and violent. Together these policies, in conjunction with family pressure and 

dominant, racist framings of Palestinians in Jewish institutional spaces, promote 

conceptualizations of Palestinian violence as inherently malevolent, while upholding the 

necessity of Israel violence to contain such threats. 

Study abroad programs in Israel also warn against, and sometimes actively ban, travel 

to Palestinian communities. Benji, a W2W participant who was studying conflict resolution 

at an Israeli university, described his frustration with his university’s ban on travel to the 

West Bank: 

The fact that within our program, we had no one from the West Bank because they 
were not allowed into Israel, and we were also not invited to go to … Birzeit … or 
Al-Quds University (Palestinian universities) because of our travel restriction 
imposed by the university ... is ridiculous … the fact that I had to keep the tour a 
secret from the administration was again something I had to wrap my head around … 
I really came to Israel at that time with zero intention of going to the West Bank and 
in discussion with family and friends before coming, I was really dissuaded from 
even going to Jordan … And when John volunteered with you guys [W2W] ... he said 
that “yo they’re safe; I do them every two weeks … come.” … I think that was my 
opening to say, you know, okay, I’m going to be safe … I looked at the itinerary and I 
looked at the history of the organization and how they’ve been giving these tours and 
I said … “okay … you know I’m willing to do it.” But I think it took some cajoling 
from my roommate, a volunteer for you guys, and I think it was … in spite of the 
administration, and the fact that, again, how ridiculous is it that … I can’t speak with 
my counterpart? I can’t see my counterpart.  
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Benji’s two primary reasons for taking the W2W trip involved his personal connection with a 

W2W volunteer and his frustration with his study-abroad program’s lack of engagement with 

Palestinian perspectives. For more right-leaning participants like Benji and Daisy, having a 

personal connection who could convince them that the W2W trip is safe was essential to their 

willingness to attend. However, as I discuss in chapter six, relying too heavily on close-knit 

networks can also limit tourism’s potential to effect social change. In chapter six, I argue that 

the revolving door of these tour programs’ insulated networks can become a hindrance to 

their ability to effect change. 

This issue of so-called “preaching to the choir” speaks to a major hurdle in efforts to 

use tourism as a tool for social change. The goal of these tours is to change people’s minds, 

but it is often difficult for such programs to recruit people who disagree with Palestinian 

perspectives because of their fear of traveling to the OPT. In addition, many participants 

expressed the need for the tour to be validated by their current social networks in order for 

them to both feel safe and that the trip would not be full of propaganda. In this context, how 

can activist-tours recruit those who are not already their sympathetic supporters? As 

previously discussed, W2W engaged in a unique form of recruitment that was not 

organizationally sustainable, but did allow for the recruitment of participants who would not 

normally sign up for such a tour. Therefore, while many of the W2W participants, such as 

Benji, were not politically representative of most OPT tourists, their experiences provide 

useful cases to analyze how people from outside left-wing communities experience trips to 

the West Bank. 

Benji’s second reason for attending the W2W was rooted in his frustration with his 

university’s failure to expose him to Palestinian perspectives. For him, it was hypocritical to 
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promote dialogue and coexistence while banning travel to Palestinian communities. Earlier in 

the chapter, Anna, similarly began questioning institutional Israeli narratives after she 

noticed an inaccuracy in a Hasbara presentation. Participants like Madi and Kat were also 

drawn to alternative tours on account of the misrepresentation of facts and manipulation of 

participants’ emotions that they saw on Birthright. This feeling that information was being 

misrepresented to them by pro-Israel advocates often compelled Jewish Americans to seek 

out alternative perspectives. As Kelner (2010) found in his ethnography of Birthright, when 

guides were too instructive and participants felt as if they were hearing propaganda, they 

became skeptical of the information that was being presented to them. 

Despite the intense fear of Palestinians that is cultivated among Jewish Americans, 

the participants on these tours rejected societal pressure to avoid Palestinian areas and instead 

took the unpopular path of witness. Their commitments to alternative narratives amidst a sea 

of nervousness, institutional repercussions, and family pressure, represent their rejection of 

attempts to silence Palestinian viewpoints. Some, more centrist participants were motivated 

by politically-neutral curiosity or were reluctantly convinced to join the tour by their peers. 

Others, who were already involved in left-wing circles, were actively exploring criticism of 

Israel when they decided to join the tour. However, in both cases, the Jewish participants of 

these tours made a conscious choice to challenge the promotion of fear, othering, and 

separation. 

 I turn now to what happens when young American Jews take this next step of 

exposing themselves to alternative narratives that challenge the dominant Jewish discourses 

on Israel/Palestine that they were raised upon. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Sites of Tension:  
 

Legitimation of State Violence as a Barrier to Global Justice 
 
 
“Hebron is a place where it probably puts the conflict in starkest relief, because basically 
there are these religious Jews that are living in what was the heart of Hebron and the army is 
there protecting them, and so that part of the city is kind of shut down. Only those people 
[Israeli settlers] live there … Palestinians outnumber the Jews in a hugely significant way, 
and they’re separated. And so, when you go into Hebron, the separation is so in your face, so 
intense … I was like, “what a horrible thing, what an absolutely deplorable set of conditions 
and circumstances.” And at the same time, I have a strong allegiance to Israel … I had my 
camera up and I was trying to capture the weirdness of the situation, and a group of four 
soldiers suddenly walked into the space as I was taking a photograph and they told us we had 
to put our cameras away. And this one young soldier started calling out to me, “I’m a really 
good person. Just ask my mother. My mother would tell you I’m a really good person.” And 
in that moment, I thought, “Oh my god. Here is this young soldier being forced into this 
situation that is deplorable to him too.” And I knew he was saying that to me, because he 
thought I was there in judgment of him. And I’d say somehow this moment was super pivotal 
for me and I wanted to know more.”        –Michelle 
 

As the previous chapter demonstrates, many Jewish Americans are socialized to fear 

Palestinians. This early socialization is reinforced through Jewish institutional spaces, such 

as synagogues and Jewish summer camps. As Maggie mentioned, the threat of Palestinian 

terrorists came up in both Sunday School class and in her Rabbi’s sermons. Institutional 

attempts to cultivate young American Jews’ identification with Israel reach their pinnacle 

when 18- to 26-year-olds travel to Israel on Birthright. Participants are implicitly encouraged 

to form romantic relationships with the Israeli soldiers who join their trips as peers, and 

participants are constantly warned about threats to their safety while simultaneously being 

reassured that their tough Israeli guards will protect them. All the while, they are presented 

with political and historical narratives of Israel/Palestine that often emphasize Jews’ ancient 
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connections to the land, Palestinians’ disinterest in peace, and the Israeli army’s commitment 

to morality and justice. These experiences collectively saturate American Jewish travelers 

with a deep affinity for the Israeli military that is then further supplemented by young 

tourists’ parents’ fears for their safety. With this context in mind, the stark differences 

between the narratives that participants hear on Birthright versus those they hear on 

alternative tours to the West Bank create profound moments of ideological contradiction. In 

the following section, I analyze these sites of experiential conflict to reveal the ways that 

dominant ideologies may sustain themselves against disruptive information, as well as how 

those ideologies may be challenged.  

 

Jerusalem: Normality and the Contrasts of Poverty, Militarization, and Privilege 

Both BTS and W2W trips typically begin with a short historical orientation that 

emphasizes the failure of the Oslo Accords and the continued dispossession and occupation 

of Palestinian land.81 BTS tours also include a brief history of the organization, where BTS 

staff members discuss their personal motivations for joining the effort to end the occupation. 

After the historical overview, the W2W tour follows one of two itineraries, both lasting 

around eight hours. The first itinerary begins in East Jerusalem where participants are 

acquainted with key issues facing East Jerusalem Palestinians like residency, house 

                                                
81 At the time of their signing, many viewed the Oslo Accords as a promising breakthrough in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Negotiations between the Israeli government and the Palestine Liberation Organization led 
to a division of the West Bank into three territories, Areas A, B, and C. Area A would be under full Palestinian 
control, Area B would have Palestinian civil control and Israeli security control, while Area C (60 percent of the 
West Bank) would be under Israeli control. Though this plan was presented as a transitional arrangement that 
would eventually lead to Palestinian sovereignty, the actual results continue to manifest as further segmentation 
of Palestinian land that enables greater Israeli domination. Israeli settlers continue to move into occupied 
Palestinian land displacing indigenous Palestinians and usurping their resources, and the number of settlers 
since Olso has more than doubled, with the settler population in the West Bank currently growing at nearly 
three times the rate of Israeli society in general. 
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demolitions, and poverty. Tour guides point out the lack of public services in East Jerusalem, 

noting statistics such as the majority of Palestinian children not being enrolled in municipal 

schools, one in three East Jerusalem residents lacking an authorized connection to running 

water, and the prevalence of Palestinian neighborhoods without street names and post offices. 

In addition, guides also explain the precarious status of East Jerusalem residents who are 

neither citizens of Israel nor the Palestinian Authority. Tour guides explain that East 

Jerusalemites are considered residents of Israel, which denies them their right to permanently 

settle in their home country as well as their right to vote in national elections. Rachel, a 

W2W participant, reflected on this segment of the tour: 

I remember being really maddened by the fact that even Palestinians who live in the 
Israeli part of Jerusalem can’t have Israeli citizenship. That just seemed like such a 
blatant wrong. Basically, people are living in no-man’s land, they can’t be citizens of 
anywhere. That seems like a basic human rights kind of thing, you’ve got to be 
allowed to be a citizen [of] somewhere. 
 

As Rachel’s comment conveys, this initial orientation leads participants to begin to 

understand the conflict through a human rights lens. Evidence of these “blatant” violations of 

Palestinians’ rights helps participants to contextualize the conflict as a matter of injustice, 

rather than the result of intractable hatred. 

W2W tours are also designed to demonstrate a shift in socio-economic conditions by 

walking from Kikar Zion, the bustling tourist hub of Israeli West Jerusalem, to Damascus 

Gate, the iconic entrance to the Old City in Palestinian East Jerusalem. Participants 

frequently noted the dramatic changes from a relatively wealthy center city to the poorer 

streets of East Jerusalem, as well as changes in cultural markers such as dress and language. 

Madi reflected on the contrast between the French Hill, a Jewish neighborhood, and Shuafat, 

a nearby Palestinian neighborhood: 
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And then I remember, we visited French Hill. And we went to a lookout point over 
the Shuafat refugee camp that you can see from French Hill, which is such a 
beautiful, pristine neighborhood. And then you look out onto the Shuafat refugee 
camp, which is part of Jerusalem on the other side of the wall, and you see that the 
trash hasn’t been collected. I just remember the image of people burning their trash, 
and looking out on kids playing in the street and there’s actually just looming piles of 
trash. And then, you turn around and look behind you and there are these beautiful 
houses behind you with well paved streets and trees. Just seeing the inequality like 
right there in front of your eyes is just really powerful. 
 

In addition to reframing the conflict as a matter of human rights and injustice, W2W tours 

also lead participants to understand Israeli-Palestinian relations as rooted in socio-economic 

inequality rather than simply religious or ethnic difference. As Madi implies, the stark 

inequality she witnessed was impactful partly because of the proximity between Jerusalem’s 

wealthy Jewish neighborhoods and impoverished Palestinian neighborhoods.  

Venturing into Palestinian spaces that were so close to Jewish neighborhoods also 

functioned to disrupt Jewish Americans’ previous sense of familiarity with region. For 

example, as Caroline, a W2W participant, remarked: 

I was more shocked by East Jerusalem than by like Hebron and Bethlehem. I guess 
because it’s so shocking to think that [things change] so quick … all these creepy 
checkpoints and totally dilapidated buildings, it was like a different world compared 
to the normal parts of Jerusalem, to so many places I would go in Jerusalem. 

 

 

On the left, Kikar Zion, and on the right, a Palestinian neighborhood in East Jerusalem 
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Participants like Caroline processed the stark differences that they witnessed between East 

and West Jerusalem through comparing the tours’ sites to their previous experiences in Israel. 

This physical proximity to places they were familiar with, combined with the extreme 

differences in culture, wealth, and militarization between and East and West Jerusalem was 

startling for many participants. In addition to causing Jewish-American tourists to recognize 

gaps in their knowledge of the region, such experiences also led them to a recognition of 

their own privileges. As Kelly (2016) argues, Palestinian solidarity tourism is effective in 

that it illuminates difference rather than sameness. This unique embodiment of privilege that 

occurs in OPT tourism can then serve as a catalyst for solidarity and activism. As seen in 

Caroline’s comments above, participants often invoked the term “normal” to make such 

comparisons. In particular, tourists discussed how they were struck by the disparities between 

Palestinian spaces and “normal” Israeli spaces. Participants like Caroline used the concept of 

normality to denote a contrast between Israel and Palestine that highlighted injustice and 

inequality. In this way, participants drew on their own positionalities to make assessments of 

normality that were rooted in their daily lives, and how significantly Palestinian spaces 

differed from their own. Through these comparisons, participants demonstrated significant 

transformations in terms of their recognition of human rights violations, denial of economic 

resources, and violent repression of Palestinians. 

Participants also used the word “normal” to describe their encounters with Palestinian 

civilians. While their situation was seen as abnormal, the Palestinian people whom the 

tourists met were often lauded for being “normal.” As Anna commented, “you really get the 

sense that these are just lovely people and normal, hard-working people.” While Anna’s 

comments represent a shift away from stereotypical thinking rooted in Islamophobic 
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sentiments, they also demonstrate the problematic conception of “normality” that pervades 

tourists’ relationships to Palestinians as opposed to Israelis. While Israeli people and places 

operated as the default for what was considered “normal,” Palestinian normality was 

something that was either noted as lacking or as something that had to be proven. As I will 

discuss in chapter six, Palestinian normality was typically granted by tourists when 

Palestinians expressed an adoption of nonviolence as well as integration into Western, 

capitalist conceptions of productivity. For many participants, it took speakers’ thorough 

denunciations of Palestinian violence, as well as proof of their involvement in activities that 

were not connected to resisting the occupation, for tourists to comment on their “normality.” 

In contrast, tour participants constantly discussed how Israelis’ participation in structural 

violence against Palestinians through military service was a normal aspect of Israeli life. In 

this way, while normality for Palestinians requires the rejection of violence, normality for 

Israelis entails participation in violence.   

 

Goldstein Grave: Anti-Settler Sentiments and the Shock of Jewish Terrorism  

W2W’s second itinerary begins at the West Jerusalem bus station, where participants 

board a public bus heading to Hebron that is usually filled with Israeli soldiers and settlers. 

BTS tours follow a similar itinerary in Hebron as W2W, but instead travel on a private bus 

that only holds tour participants and guides. Both buses drop participants off inside an Israeli 

settlement, Kiryat Arba, where they visit the grave of Baruch Goldstein. This is the first stop 

on the BTS tour and the second on W2W. Guides take participants down an unmarked trail 

near a gas station that leads the group to Goldstein’s gravestone. Both BTS and W2W guides 

then explain how, in 1994, the American-born Hebron settler murdered 29 Palestinian 
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worshippers inside Hebron’s Ibrahimi mosque (Makdisi 2008). Goldstein entered the mosque 

with an army-issued rifle in his military uniform and proceeded to indiscriminately open fire. 

As an outcome of the massacre, Jewish and non-Jewish worshippers are now restricted to 

segregated sides of the mosque/synagogue most days of the year, which translates into 

increased checkpoints, searches, and other repressive measures against Palestinians. In 

addition, the massacre inspired the first Palestinian suicide bombings inside of Israel, which 

took place two months later. BTS guides emphasize that even though the Ibrahimi Mosque 

massacre was clearly a terrorist act committed by an Israeli against Palestinians, it was (is) 

Palestinians who primarily took the punitive brunt of repressive policies for this attack. 

 
BTS tour at Baruch Goldstein’s grave 
 

In addition, guides will draw tourists’ attention to the stones scattered atop 

Goldstein’s gravestone. They explain that in Jewish tradition, mourners will sometimes place 

stones on top of graves in order to pay respect to the deceased. Guides then read the text 

inscribed on the gravestone. Rather than summarize its meaning, tour guides will translate 
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the Hebrew words on the spot. This act transmits a sense of authenticity to foreign tourists, 

who are usually unable to translate the text for themselves. As participants walk back to 

board the bus, they are left with the following praise of a Jewish terrorist ringing in their 

heads: 

The revered Dr. Baruch Kapel Goldstein … Son of Israel.  He gave his soul for the 
sake of the people of Israel, the Torah, and the Land.  His hands are clean and his 
heart good … He was assassinated for the Sanctity of God. 
 

Through reading these words, guides imply that some Jewish settlers in Hebron support 

violence against Palestinian civilians. While guides typically point out that such extremist 

viewpoints are not shared by all of the settlers in the area, the implicit message is that such 

egregious violence is condoned by at least some factions of the settler community.  

This type of messaging achieves two primary functions. First, such exposure to 

extreme settler violence can be disruptive to Jewish participants who are conditioned to think 

of Jews as having a superior level of morality and total opposition to terrorism against 

civilians. For many, the entire premise of Israel’s fight against the Palestinians is based on 

Palestinians’ use of violence against civilians and Israel’s purely defensive reactions to it. 

The messaging in Israel education programs that emphasize this, along with messages about 

Israel’s commitment to democracy, coexistence, and peace, clash with sites such as the 

Goldstein tombstone. In this way, liberal Jewish Americans’ emphases on ideas like Tikkun 

Olam and progressive conceptions of Jews as the “Chosen People” are derailed by evidence 

of Jewish terrorism.  

In addition to the Goldstein grave, many participants similarly felt unnerved by the 

sight of Jewish stars graffitied on Palestinian buildings. After Palestinians are evicted or 

driven away from their homes and businesses in Hebron, settlers will often write racist 
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graffiti on the welded doors of Palestinians’ doors and walls, accompanied by the iconic Star 

of David. As Elaine reflected: 

The graffiti about the Jewish star were really upsetting for me, because it was as if it 
was like a hate symbol towards other people. It did show me another kind of Jewish 
nationalism ... I always thought of Palestinians only wanting the land to themselves ... 
And then just seeing that Jewish nationalism just brings the other side to the table, 
like pushing Palestinians away, seeing that it’s real. Jewish nationalism is like, “we 
only want Jews, there’s no space for Arabs,” that was really upsetting for me. I think 
it just gave more understanding as to why people are so upset.  
 

For Elaine, Jewish nationalism was not previously associated with exclusion or hatred prior 

to the W2W tour. After seeing Israeli settlers’ graffiti on Palestinian property, however, she 

shifted away from her optimistic view of Israeli nationalism to one that accounted for its 

more violent iterations. In this way, tours can undo participants’ belief in Jewish/Israeli 

moral purity as they are forced to accept the existence of unjustified violence and hatred 

within their own community. This then opens pathways for sympathy since they understand 

Palestinians as suffering from a type of violence that they can more easily relate to - 

individual acts of terrorism versus structural, state violence.  

In particular, seeing the use of a Jewish symbol as a part of anti-Palestinian graffiti 

led many participants to reflect on Jews being on the producing end of such hateful graffiti 

rather than the receiving end. As Anna commented: 

I was disgusted that my own people would do this … the “price-tag” ones [graffiti], 
like “die dirty Arabs,” and those racially hateful speech that are graffitied on places in 
Hebron, that really disturbed me because it was just, it was so disgusting, it was so 
hateful. It’s like what I would expect of a white supremacist, not what I would expect 
of a Jewish person, who like, we supposedly are afraid of persecution and here we are 
persecuting others. ... That really bothered me, because Jews go up in arms when like 
a Temple gets graffitied. 
 

Not only do such experiences upset American Jews’ ideas about Jewish morality and 

liberalism, but they also complicate their understandings of Jewish victimhood. As targets of 
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white supremacist hates crimes, diaspora Jews are often shocked to know that “some of their 

own” could engage in such behavior. As Anna explains, she associates hateful graffiti and 

racist slurs with white supremacists, and Jews as being on the receiving end of such acts. As 

such, she’s “disgusted” that her own people would do this. Seeing this perceived reversal of 

roles was one of the most frequently cited moments of distress for both BTS and W2W 

participants.  

In confronting Jewish acts of terrorism and hateful violence, participants regularly 

invoked references to the Holocaust. For example, Kirk, a BTS participant, recalled a story of 

a deaf Palestinian woman that BTS tour guides often tell participants in Hebron. For years, 

settlers have attempted to drive her away with constant harassment in order to make room for 

continued Jewish settlement. As Kirk recounted: 

[T]he settlers are trying to harass her off of her place, so they throw like burning 
garbage on her yard. And it’s just so dehumanizing, and I’ve been to Auschwitz ... 
I’ve read a lot about the Holocaust ... So I think in terms of like dehumanizing, 
exclusion ... Like the act of throwing garbage or burning garbage in someone’s yard 
is just ... what would possess you to exclude you from your moral universe?  
 

The hateful rhetoric of settlers, the walls, and other militarized methods of segregation 

frequently caused participants to reflect on the Holocaust and anti-Semitism. For the most 

part, participants were careful to qualify their references to the Holocaust by explaining that 

Israel’s treatment of Palestinians should not be considered the same thing. Yet it was clear 

that this topic was often on participants’ minds, even when they were hesitant to make such 

comparisons. However, as seen in Kirk’s reflections, participants’ associations between the 

Holocaust and Israeli violence were generally directed against settlers and right-wing 

policies. In other words, the most extreme and troubling elements of their memories from the 
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tours related to settlers and right-wing extremists rather than more structural aspects of the 

conflict.  

This relates to the second function of sites like the Goldstein grave. As the first site of 

the BTS tour, this experience can frame tourists’ lens for understanding the occupation as 

one that describes violence against Palestinians as rooted in settler extremism. Although 

many guides attempt to explain that the most lasting outcomes of this incident were the 

military decisions that Israeli officials enacted against Palestinians in the aftermath of the 

massacre, participants still often become fixated on settlers’ individual violence rather than 

the structural violence of the Israeli military. This is reinforced by the fact that BTS tours are 

led by current and former Israeli soldiers, which can strengthen the image of Israeli soldiers 

as moral individuals that is promoted on Birthright. Accordingly, participants frequently 

translated their experiences at sites of settlers violence, like the Goldstein grave, into 

interpretations of the conflict that separate Israeli civilians from the current policies of right-

wing Israeli governments. This is in turn allows participants to scapegoat radical settlers and 

blame them for the occupation, which relieves Israeli soldiers of their role in the violence of 

the Israeli state. As Kirk, continued: 

It’s one thing for the soldiers who are forced into it, but for the settlers. That was just, 
I could just not believe that. I would say ninety percent of the problem is just the 
settlers. It feels like ... there’s supposed to be this line and they’re just like spilling 
over and over it … I think it [the tour] strengthened the conviction of needing to end 
the occupation ASAP, it’s not something that we can wait five years. Because the 
settler movement just keeps getting worse. 
 

I later asked Kirk what he thought the biggest obstacles to peace were, and he confidently 

answered with one word: “settlers.”  

 Markers of Jewish terrorism, in particular, individual acts of extreme hatred and 

violence, shift participants’ mindsets away from frameworks that privilege Jews as having a 
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“moral high-ground” in the conflict. By forcing participants to account for harassment, 

hatred, and even murder committed by Jews, tourists often become more sympathetic to 

Palestinians. Yet rather than challenge participants’ belief in the legitimacy of Israeli state 

violence, this sympathy is typically funneled into an intense opposition to settlers and Israeli 

right-wing policies. In this way, settlers and the policies that support their presence in the 

West Bank are conceptualized as aberrations from Israeli society rather than representations 

of it.  

 

Hebron’s Old City: Separation, Mobility, and Apartheid  

While BTS participants reboard the bus to travel to the Hebron city center after the 

Goldstein grave, W2W participants travel by foot through the adjacent Palestinian 

neighborhood of Jaber, where Palestinians are barred from driving along the road in front of 

their own homes. W2W participants then visit the old city of Hebron. If time permits, W2W 

participants are invited to enter the Israeli and Palestinian sides of the Ibrahimi 

mosque/synagogue, where the 1994 massacre took place. On the synagogue side, 

worshippers approach the building through a large open space adorned with well-manicured 

greenery. On the Palestinian side, worshipers must line up in narrow columns where they are 

funneled through dilapidated booths to be patted down by Israeli soldiers. The contrast 

between the two entrances reinforces the guide’s message at the Goldstein tombstone, that 

even in times of blatant Israeli aggression against Palestinians, Palestinians are the ones who 

must endure prolonged repression. 

 



 173 

 

On the left, the Jewish entrance to the Synagogue, on the right, a checkpoint for Palestinians 
 

 
 The primary tourist attraction in Hebron’s Old City for both W2W and BTS tours is 

Shuhada Street. As the tour group approaches Shuhada Street, guides direct the tourists’ 

attention to a path divided by a barricade that separates the road into two: one side for 

Israelis, one for Palestinians. Following rising tensions in the region, Palestinian businesses 

were shut down and residents were either evicted from Shuhada Street or forced to leave due 

to economic deprivation (Makdisi 2008). Today, the street resembles a ghost town, with 

barricaded buildings and the doors of Palestinian homes welded shut. Palestinians are not 

allowed to walk on the street and its few remaining Palestinian residents must exit their own 

homes through makeshift doors and windows that allow them to access the Palestinian side 

of the city center. Every few minutes, settlers who have unrestricted access to the area will 

barrel down the street, often intentionally intimidating tour groups with their aggressive 

driving. 
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 Shuhada Street - Doors of Palestinians’ homes and businesses are welded shut creating a 
ghost-town like feeling. At the beginning of the street, soldiers stand guard preventing 
Palestinians from accessing the road. Also pictured are skid marks, perhaps from a settler’s 
vehicle speeding towards the tour group. 
 

Israeli soldiers check the IDs of every non-Israeli individual who approaches the area. 

Tour guides again emphasize how Palestinians were forced to the pay the price for Israeli 

violence, as they are now barred from accessing areas of their own city, while Israelis can 

access the space freely. Palestinians are turned away at the start of Shuhada Street and must 

instead take a more circuitous route through a parallel graveyard. As Jamie reflected, 

“hearing that story about how in Muslim culture you’re not supposed to walk across a 

cemetery and how in one area everyone has to [in order] to get to and from their houses, I 

found that to be so invasive and intrusive. It’s like if I was kosher and I was forced to eat 

pork.” Like Caroline’s reflections on her experience in East Jerusalem, Jamie processed her 

time in Hebron through relating it to her own identity. These findings further support Kelly’s 

(2016) conclusions on the power of tourists’ experiences of asymmetrical freedom and 

mobility in the OPT.  
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 On W2W tours, the Jewish and Palestinian guide purposefully approach the Shuhada 

Street checkpoint together. Even though both guides know that the Palestinian guide will be 

turned away, they curate the experience for tour participants. This forces tourists to 

experientially confront their own privilege amidst Palestinians’ lack of a right to movement 

in their own city. Soldiers ask each participant to present a passport or official form of ID. 

Participants then solemnly hand their documents over, as the Palestinian guide is told to go 

away without being asked for any papers. This signals the regularity of these events to the 

tourists and the banality with which such interactions take place. Participants frequently 

expressed distress over the Palestinian guide, Ghassan, a bubbly 22-year-old, being turned 

away. In this moment, tourists recognize that they have more rights to move freely in the city 

of Hebron than its own indigenous residents.   

Through moments such as this, Hebron served as a powerful landmark and acted, for 

many tourists, as a microcosm for understanding the conflict. The recognition of 

Palestinians’ disenfranchisement, the upheaval of participants’ previous faith in a collective 

Jewish benevolence, the militarized separation between Israelis and Palestinians, and 

tourists’ recognitions of their privileges compared to the denial of Palestinians’ basic rights, 

led many tourists to reconsider their political positions. For example, mainstream Jewish 

discourse on the conflict vehemently rejects conflations of Israel’s occupation of the West 

Bank with apartheid. Yet for Kirk, who previously balked at the idea of Israel being an 

“apartheid regime” -  Hebron pushed him to reconsider this:  

For all of the discourse I heard about Israel being or not being an apartheid regime, 
being in Hebron – if you just go to Hebron ... and absorb what is there, I thought 
maybe this is how people could come into conclusion of it being apartheid. I felt like 
it could be apartheid. I wasn’t like bawling, “Oh my God this is apartheid.” It was 
more like, “Oh my god, on an intellectual level, oh, this is why people can say that 
this is apartheid” ... And the more emotional reaction, I just saw Palestinians on the 
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balconies with caging over to protect [them] ... it looks just like the ghetto in Europe 
in 1940s. I mean not exactly like it, but it stirred up emotions thinking about that. 
Obviously, I saw a lot of settlers doing their thing over there, and so I guess I thought 
a lot about how people can be so blinded by certain religious ideas. And to me, going 
to Hebron was eye-opening, and it made me realize how important religious pursuits 
could be, like trying to retake Hebron ... I just can’t imagine the settlers walking 
around and thinking this is the right thing to do. But here they are doing it, so these 
images really stick out. 
 

For Kirk, like many participants, observing the tangible tension in Hebron awakened him to 

the seriousness of the conflict. As previously mentioned, Kirk referred to the Holocaust to 

process his experience, and then directed his antagonism towards settlers. In this way, tours 

to Hebron effectively motivate participants to oppose right-wing policies, particularly 

continued Jewish settlement in the OPT. They can also push participants past skepticism of 

the severity of Palestinians’ suffering, and the injustices they endure on a daily basis.  

 

Checkpoint: “The Ones I Really Felt Bad for Were the Soldiers” 

 For BTS participants, Shuhada Street is participants’ first experience crossing 

through a pedestrian checkpoint. For W2W participants, tourists either pass through a 

checkpoint upon entering the West Bank or experience it both at Shuhada Street and on their 

way back to Jerusalem. Different roads in the West Bank create distinct experiences for 

tourists in terms of the Israeli checkpoint. Roads that are frequented by settlers are usually 

uneventful for tourists, as large tour buses are typically waved through without any time for 

participants to absorb the experience. Checkpoints that lead directly into Palestinian 

communities, however, such as Area A in Bethlehem or H1 in Hebron, require more 

stringent checks of tourists, especially in small groups like W2W who cross the checkpoints 

by foot.  

The checkpoint was often a pivotal moment for participants, since it challenges the 
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image cultivated by programs like Birthright of the Israeli soldier as a peer protector. 

Soldiers at the checkpoints were generally curt with tourists and sometimes openly hostile 

towards them. As Fernando remembers, “I do remember … it felt a little bit scary for me. 

With this huge, security, metal detector thing and when they asked us questions … it felt a 

little intimidating.” In addition, tour participants often witness physical violence and verbal 

harassment towards Palestinians at the checkpoint, which can be particularly striking for 

tourists who have heard such stories but were skeptical of their validity. 

In Bethlehem, participants walk through a winding path of barbed wire that guides 

them through the 25-foot concrete wall separating Israeli-controlled areas from the 

Palestinian city. On the Israeli side, participants are greeted with a massive, colorful billboard 

that reads, “Peace Be With You” in Arabic, Hebrew, and English. As one blogger 

commented: 

Hearing about the security/separation wall and checkpoints between Israel and the 
West Bank is nothing like seeing it in action. The settlers have their own roads with 
easier ability to pass back and forth, and see separation fences instead of walls. The 
Palestinians see huge walls with barbed wire, and have very few checkpoints they can 
pass through, with very long waits especially in the morning as they are desperate to 
make it to work so they don’t lose their jobs, or to school on time. When you finally 
make it through the checkpoint, insult is added to injury when you are greeted by 
faded signs that talk about Israel as the land of peace.82 
 

Once tour participants cross into the Palestinian side of the Bethlehem checkpoint, they are 

surrounded by turnstiles, metal detectors, and uniformed soldiers carrying M-16s. 

Participants frequently commented on what they considered to be inhumane and oppressive 

conditions at the checkpoints. As Jamie explained: 

I remember the whole experience, and thinking about this [Palestinian] woman, it 
should take her 20 minutes to get to work and it takes her two hours! I remember how 
powerful that was for me, and that was the moment where I got it. And then my mind 
opened up from there. 

                                                
82 Source: http://www.mejditours.com/bewitched-bothered-bewildered-by-israel/ 
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For Jamie, witnessing the checkpoint was a turning point. After hearing stories about the 

injustices that took place at the checkpoints, seeing them in person confirmed her nagging 

suspicion of their validity. Like Kirk in Hebron’s Old City, Jamie recognized that her mind 

was previously blocked and that she was unwilling to accept certain narratives prior to the 

trip. For many participants, sites such as the checkpoint helped them to push past barriers that 

previously prevented them from criticizing Israel.  

 Even for those who held a more critical view of Israel prior to the tour, witnessing a 

checkpoint still served as a critical moment in their understandings of the conflict. Tour 

participants often put themselves in the shoes of the people they witnessed and were 

distressed by the thought of having to endure similar injustices. Xavier, a highly involved 

anti-occupation activist, recounted a trip he took to witness the checkpoints during the early 

morning hours when they are most busy. As he recalled: 

We woke up at 3:30 in the morning, got there at 4:30 in the morning and one of the 
things, again I’ll never forget, at 4:30 people are running from their cars that they’d 
parked or the busses they had taken from other parts of the West Bank. And they’re 
kind of sprinting trying to beat each other to the checkpoint because they don’t know 
how long the line is going to be. They’re just trying their best to be there and get 
through so they can get to work on time. And you know these people wake up at two 
in the morning, one in the morning, whatever. They travel for one hour, maybe two 
hours, through the checkpoint. They have no idea how long it’s going to take to get 
through the checkpoint. They get to work at eight or nine and leave work at five or 
six, and then have to do that all over again until they get home at eight or nine and 
then have to wake up at two in the morning again … seeing men my age running to 
the checkpoint. And then also as soon as they saw the line which was very short that 
day– I mean it was still long in my opinion, but the people we were with said it was 
shorter than usual– they saw it and stopped running. And just this, you know trying to 
imagine what they’re feeling in the bus or in the car, you know, when every two or 
three-minute delay feels like an eternity to them. 
 

For Xavier, despite reinforcing his previous understanding of the occupation, his experience 

at the checkpoint still served as a pivotal moment. The frequency of such strong memories of 

checkpoints from participants of a variety of political leanings suggests that the power of 
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witness is not only effective for those who are skeptical or uninformed about an issue. For 

Xavier, seeing the checkpoint in person contributed to his understanding of the conflict in 

way that went beyond the information he had received from the media. As discussed in 

chapter four, the reported impact of these tourist sites on p articipants speaks to the power of 

corporeal experiences and the ways that physical witness through tourism invokes an 

intensity that surpasses non-contact-based exposure to the conflict.  

However, despite participants’ reports of how profoundly the experience impacted 

them, their subsequent reactions were not always in line with criticism of the Israeli army or 

sympathy for Palestinians. Rather than extend their criticism to the soldiers operating the 

checkpoints, participants frequently employed analytical frameworks that not only relieved 

soldiers of blame and responsibility, but even invoked sympathy towards them. As Jamie 

continued: 

It makes me sick, it’s so dehumanizing! And you know, there are some progressive 
people in the IDF, and they may have to be at these checkpoints enforcing these rules, 
because of society and because of how the whole thing works, and how sad that is to 
me, it’s like, two sides of people not necessarily having agency.  
 

Other participants reached similar conclusions as they reflected on the injustices they 

witnessed on the tour, such as Sasha, who lamented: 

I remember on the trip there were IDF soldiers my age, who were checking passports 
and saying we don’t want to do this, and I always remember them saying this because 
it gave such a realistic view of the IDF. These are kids my age who don’t have a 
choice, they’re stuck there, it’s like the worst location to be put in the West Bank … 
it’s not like they were like “I love this job,” they were like, “I hate this.” … But who I 
feel really bad for are the people my age in the IDF, who are stuck fighting in Gaza, 
and the people, not Hamas, not any of that, the innocent Gazans whose lives are 
complete shit. It pains me to watch the news because I saw both of that, it absolutely 
kills me, because I’m ashamed that there are people in the world who think I’m the 
reason they live like that, like me in America, it’s the Jewish people who did that to 
them, because it’s not us at all. 
 



 180 

For Sasha, Palestinian civilians and Israeli soldiers equally lack agency amidst wider forces 

that cause them both to suffer. Interestingly, she excludes Palestinian fighters from her 

analysis, even subtly using language that distinguishes members of Hamas from being 

“people.” Many participants similarly described Israeli soldiers as being forced to participate 

in the conflict, while Palestinian violence was seen as voluntary and therefore malicious. In 

the opening quote to this chapter, Michelle recounts an incident where a soldier told her to 

put down her camera and then proceeded to explain why he is a good person. She 

remembered thinking to herself, “Oh my god. Here is this young soldier being forced into 

this situation that is deplorable to him too.” In this way, participants often delineated a clear 

division between Israeli soldiers and Palestinian fighters, with one side’s participation in 

violence being “normal” and beyond their control, while the other side’s use of violence put 

them outside the bounds of humanness and empathy. As Daisy discusses: 

Of course I felt so sorry for the Palestinians and their situation, but I guess the people 
who I could most sympathize with are the soldiers ... they are just stuck there on their 
mission, and that was really hard to see. Another thing that was hard to see was 
watching the Palestinians get in line in order to cross the border... it was like cattle, I 
really hated seeing that … From a Palestinian side, they’re left with nothing, their 
jobs are taken away, some of them can’t even reach their homes anymore, so it’s like 
of course … you’re upset, you’ll get more aggressive. I don’t have any solution, after 
going there, I definitely understand how much more complicated the situation is. I 
guess just like “kill the settlers” (laughs)… I don’t know if you have family in 
Israel… you want them to be safe, and the amount of security that Israel has to 
partake in, it’s not only defending itself, it has to now go on the offense and it’s 
horrible, but at the same time, what are you going to do? I feel for civilian casualties, 
I fear for the mothers, like I can’t imagine, not even mothers, but anyone who is not 
involved with Hamas … I can’t imagine, but at the same time ... Yes, I’m in America, 
I feel secure here for now, but it’s like the anti-Semitism is rising, I fear for my 
people, I really feel like we need to have a safe haven and to defend ourselves. It’s 
kind of like, I don’t prioritize one life over another, but since I do belong to these 
people, I side with them, I have to. 
 

Like the majority of BTS and W2W participants, Jamie, Sasha, and Daisy were all deeply 

impacted by the tour, as they developed greater sympathy for Palestinian civilians and shifted 
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towards a more critical stance on the conflict. However, as previously discussed, their 

reflections also illustrate the normalization of Israeli state violence and make room for the 

continued demonization of Palestinian resistance despite increased sympathy for Palestinian 

civilians. Participants felt intense empathy for those who perpetuate Israeli state violence but 

drew stark distinctions between “innocent” and “violent” Palestinians. Furthermore, in both 

Daisy and Sasha’s accounts, the threat of anti-Semitism is invoked to justify Israeli military 

measures that ethically disturb them. Through strategies such as this, as well as scapegoating 

settlers and emphasizing Israeli soldiers’ lack of agency, participants on W2W maintain their 

support for Israeli institutions while simultaneously growing their sympathy towards 

Palestinians.  

Daisy explained that she understood how Palestinians may be driven to aggression, 

yet she still emphasized the illegitimacy of armed resistance. This sentiment was echoed by 

other participants, such as Mark, who explained: 

You never know what someone else is going through and what another culture is 
experiencing until you actually see it for yourself … you can always look at 
something through someone else’s lens, but until you take those lenses away and look 
at it with your own two eyes, you really can’t get the full story. ... The impact of 
[seeing] what a refugee camp or a ghetto looks like, and how that affects someone, it 
gives you perspective for [how] this person grew up with this their entire life, and 
yes, they are absolutely going to hate another organization that they’re gonna see as 
putting them in that situation. 
 

Mark is clear that W2W strengthened his empathy for the Palestinian people. He explains 

that without traveling to the West Bank through W2W, one cannot fully understand the 

conditions that lead to Palestinians’ aggression towards Israel. Nonetheless, despite Mark’s 

increased empathy, he remains admittedly “pro-Israel.” 

I consider myself pro-Israeli … I definitely support Israel, and I believe it definitely 
has an important place in this world and it’s a wonderful country ... I mean obviously, 
I think I tend to side a little bit more … pro-Israeli. 
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Other participants similarly juggled increased empathy towards Palestinians with a 

commitment to supporting Israel. As Fernando commented: 

I support, I understand the necessity of having this separation barrier … you know it’s 
better to save a life than having people just waiting for hours to get back. 
Unfortunately, it’s a necessity. But nonetheless … these people have to go through a 
lot of things just go get on with their daily lives. So, I was very empathetic at that 
moment. 

 
For such participants, the W2W tour facilitated intense moments of sympathy and empathy, 

yet for many, these were simply “moments.”  

Amidst a lifetime of both formal and informal socialization to see Israeli soldiers as 

their ethical peers, even the most intense moments of identification with Palestinians did not 

tend to reorient Jewish-American tourists’ understandings of violence and power. Young 

Jewish Americans on tours like BTS and W2W find themselves face-to-face with some of the 

starkest representations of Israeli military violence against Palestinians. However, even at the 

peak of these representations of Israeli violence, their sympathies often revolve around the 

Israeli soldiers manning the checkpoints, for example, rather than the Palestinians who must 

endure them. Furthermore, even when participants articulate a full understanding of how 

Palestinians may be driven to violent resistance, participants never condone it. My point is 

here is not to say that Jewish Americans should condone Palestinians’ use of violence against 

Israel, or that they should not feel sympathy for Israeli soldiers. Instead, my findings lie in 

the relationship between these two phenomena. While one form of violence remains 

normalized, the other remains demonized. The question, then, is not whether the violence of 

either side is justified. Instead, my analysis explores the ideologies and logics that must 

remain in place for tourists to witness an egregious disproportionality of violence, but still 
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accept the legitimacy of the violence of the occupier while rejecting the violence of the 

occupied. 

This paradox can be traced to a variety of conditions, listed in the chart below: 

 

Elements of Tourists’ Differential Treatments of Israeli versus Palestinian Violence 

  Israelis Palestinians 

Shared Identity  Ö X 

Personal Relationships Ö X 

Omnipresent  

(Woven into Social Fabric) 

Ö X 

Moral Ö X  

Rational Ö X 

Involuntary Ö X 

 

As discussed in more detail in the following chapter, my data show that Palestinians must 

demonstrate their rejection of violence in order to be seen by most tourists as “normal,” as 

victims, and even as human beings. It is this distinction that partly prevents the full 

realization of Jewish-American solidarity with Palestinians. As long as Israeli structural 

violence goes unchallenged, and as long as Palestinians human-ness is contingent upon 
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conditions that are not simultaneously expected of Israelis, oppression in Israel/Palestine will 

likely persist.  

Tour programs like W2W and BTS are successful in motivating participants to move 

past conceptions of Jews as eternal victims. They teach tourists about socio-economic 

inequalities, and they expose them to overt forms of segregation and repression that cause 

many Jewish Americans to rethink their political positions. Yet these tours are less effective 

in unraveling the deep affinity of young American Jews for Israeli soldiers. By focusing on 

extreme settlers and by having Israeli soldiers lead the tours themselves, many participants 

are able to maintain their allegiance to Israeli militarism, which translates into a sanctioning 

of Israeli domination and power over Palestinians. As shown in the chart above, this 

socialization is achieved on emotional, moral, and identity-based levels. In this way, 

participants’ upbringings and their experiences on traditional homeland tours continue to 

mediate participants’ reactions to alternative tours in ways that prevent tourists’ full political 

solidarity with Palestinians. 

 

The Potential and Limits of Humanization:  
The Experience of Sameness Amidst Asymmetry 
 

After visits to the separation wall and checkpoints, tourists on the W2W tour have 

lunch with a Palestinian family. Unlike the BTS tours that are run entirely by Israeli guides 

and do not enter Palestinian-controlled areas, W2W includes several stops inside Palestinian 

communities, such as in Area A of Bethlehem and the H1 section of Hebron. In these places, 

tourists have the opportunity to discuss the conflict directly with local residents in a more 

intimate setting. Participants are hosted for a meal by Palestinian families, who are generally 

middle-class Muslim residents of areas that have endured intense Israeli violence. Several 
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members of the family are usually present to host the group, including young children, 

parents, and older relatives. Later in the day, W2W participants travel to a Palestinian 

refugee camp in Bethlehem, where they are also welcomed by a local family for tea and 

conversation.  

 While the W2W tour is co-led by a Jewish-American and a Palestinian guide, being in 

Palestinians’ homes provides a more intimate space for participants to develop connections 

with local residents. Tourists often cited these visits as some of their most memorable 

moments of the tour. Scholars such as MacCannell (1976) argue that a desire for this type of 

authenticity is a key pillar of the tourist experience. As such, intimate interactions and 

perceptions of authenticity can function as effective methods to communicate political 

messages and national frameworks (Stein 2008). As Benji recounts: 

We were sitting in this woman’s house … whose husband had been assassinated by 
[Israeli] security forces. She showed us the pictures of the blood that was on the floor 
… And we had this very long conversation … about what brings us together… 
wanting the best for our children … It was very interesting that the brother of this 
…who they would consider a martyr, whom I might consider a terrorist … welcomed 
me for a hug… I was holding back tears … I hope he … knows the sincerity in my 
heart and in my words that there should be … prosperity for all, and that we should 
all live in safety and security, and I’m not one hundred percent sure he feels that way. 
I’m also not one hundred percent sure … that his brother was an innocent victim to 
Israeli slaughter … taking his word for it is very hard … he claims his brother’s 
innocence and the wife claims her former husband’s innocence, but I also believe in 
the intelligence capacities … of the IDF and the border patrol, and I have tremendous 
respect for them and I believe that many times they have prevented mass tragedy and 
casualties in terrorism … I also have an infinity for believing in the necessity of 
sometimes the brutality of the IDF … And there’s always that bad apple. Do I believe 
that every IDF soldier … always has the best intentions and always does the right 
thing for the state? No, but do I believe that an overwhelming majority really have the 
best interest of themselves, of their families, of their friends … Do they believe in 
their mission to secure us and keep us safe? Absolutely.  

 
In the quote above, Benji reflects on the tensions between his empathy for the Palestinian 

family he met and his sustained allegiance to the Israeli military. Benji’s emotions appear 
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raw and genuine, as he discusses his concern for the welfare of the Palestinian people and 

how he was deeply moved by the Palestinian man’s hug. Yet despite his perceived 

authenticity of these interactions, Benji remains committed to his support of Israeli state 

violence. He doubts whether the brother of these two family members was an “innocent 

victim,” and he clearly expresses his belief in the intelligence capacities and even brutality of 

the IDF. For Benji, increased sympathy and humanization coexist with an affirmation of 

Israeli state violence against Palestinians.  

Anna, another W2W participant, also reflected on meeting a Palestinian family at the 

refugee camp: 

We talked to one family from the refugee camp, and all I could think was these are 
such lovely people and all they want is the opportunity and chance to live the way the 
rest of us do, and they deserve that. And that’s how I felt in Hebron as well, these are 
just honest, good hearted people, they don’t want to kill anyone, they don’t want to 
hurt anyone, they just want to go to work and provide for their families, and shouldn’t 
everyone have that right? ... and there’s extremists in every group, I mean you can see 
that on the Jewish side, there’s extremists everywhere and while we brand all these 
people as extremists, when you talk to the average person, they say “I don’t hate 
Israelis, I just want to go about my business.” 

 
Benji and Anna are deeply moved by their humanizing experiences with Palestinians. 

However, in both cases they afford little political agency to average Palestinians and instead 

treat them as bystanders caught in the crossfire of extremists from both sides. On the 

Palestinian side, participants characterized an extremist as anyone who condones violent 

resistance, while on the Israeli side, only settlers and “bad apples” from the army were 

criticized. This distinction operates through participants’ continued belief in the legitimacy of 

the IDF and Israeli soldiers’ relative lack of agency in causing or mitigating Palestinians’ 

suffering. In this way, subversive political messages and sympathy for Palestinian narratives 
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are absorbed into participants’ existing paradigms of a moral Israeli army unwillingly faced 

with the threat of malicious Palestinian violence.  

On one level, these reflections suggest meaningful political transformations, as many 

W2W participants shifted their prejudiced beliefs of Palestinians as all being violent to a 

mindset that accounts for individual diversity and the innocence of civilians. As Mark 

explained: 

One thing that really did stand out to me is talking to the Palestinians. … It seems like 
no one wants peace, and that’s definitely not the case. As I said, the vast majority of 
everyone I talked to both on the Windows tour and elsewhere wanted peace, and were 
not these gun-happy or explosive-happy people that just wanted to blow up 
themselves … if you’re able to separate yourself from the emotion and really take a 
wholesome look, you know they just want the basic necessities and they want to be 
able to have a normal life and not have to worry about oppression from other people.  

 
In this way, participants went through a significant process of prejudice reduction in line with 

Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis. As Dessel et al. (2017) found, meeting Palestinians and 

traveling to the West Bank appears to increase Jewish Americans’ empathy towards 

Palestinians and their commitments to dialogue and coexistence. In the quotation above, 

Mark, a pro-Israel advocate even uses the word “oppression” to describe Israel’s treatment of 

the Palestinians. 

However, by relying on the distinction of “good-hearted” Palestinians versus militant 

Palestinians and by exclusively attributing Israeli violence to deviations from legitimate 

institutions (i.e. radical settlers and “bad apples” of the army), participants were largely able 

to avoid critiques of Israeli structural violence. While Palestinians were either agentic 

perpetrators of violence or passive bystanders, i.e. “normal people,” Israelis (whether soldier 

or civilian) were always seen as “normal,” full humans who happened to be “trapped” in an 

unfortunate situation. Therefore, while humanization and witnessing injustice did produce 
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significant transformations in participants’ thinking, these changes were confined by a 

sustained belief in the righteousness of the IDF. By exclusively holding Palestinians 

accountable to their agentic use of violence while relieving Israelis of their accountability to 

mitigate Israeli state violence, tour participants are able to condone Israel’s disproportionate 

power. This in turn can function to further entrench systematic inequality in that it 

legitimates the large-scale violence at the core of Palestinians’ dispossession. 

Daisy, who joked about how killing the settlers would solve the conflict and 

expressed deep sympathy for Palestinian civilians while also commenting that Israel has no 

choice but to go on the offense, exemplifies this process of humanizing Palestinians in a way 

that avoids structural criticism of the Israeli state or military. As she continued: 

I never had a face to the name, and now … I can still remember this guy’s face that 
just stuck out to me and you know, they are people. And it’s sad when you think 
about the situation, you always think about the aggressors who are involved, and you 
don’t necessarily think about … the civilian, and now that I’ve been able to meet 
some of the civilians … it definitely changed my opinion, or like my sympathy.” 
 

Daisy’s quick correction of the tour changing her opinion rather than her sympathy is telling.  

Through witnessing markers of the occupation like the checkpoints, separation wall, and 

refugee camps, as well as through deeply humanizing experiences in Palestinian homes, the 

tours appear to increase participants’ sympathy towards Palestinians without disrupting 

underlying arrangements of power, which are rooted in participants’ racialized evaluations of 

the right to violence. Israeli violence is interpreted through legitimate, state-sanctioned 

pathways as a moral response to anti-Semitism. Palestinian violence, on the other hand, is 

hidden in the shadows and conceptualized as a deviation from the “normal,” peaceful 

Palestinian whom participants meet on the tours. By focusing on individuals as opposed to 

institutions and by appealing to the morality of tourists through humanizing experiences, tour 
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narratives divorce themselves from the structural analyses that are necessary to motivate 

concrete social change. In this way, participants are able to justify the necessity of Israeli 

violence to contain the threat of Palestinian violence. Palestinians as individuals are 

celebrated and humanized, but their collective and national rights remain secondary to 

Israel’s. This in turn can translate into a sustained identification with Israeli state and military 

institutions, inhibiting participants’ motivations to demand a major shift in political power.   

 In the next chapter, I examine the pedagogical techniques that tours use to tell 

Palestinian stories through the lens of nonviolent resistance. I also offer a deeper examination 

of these humanizing experiences through a case study of Encounter. While W2W and BTS 

offer day-tours that provide limited opportunities for casual interaction with Palestinian 

civilians, Encounter trips typically include an overnight homestay with a Palestinian family 

that is designed to intensify such experiences. In addition, I focus on the barriers within 

mainstream Jewish institutions that prevent tour participants from effectively engaging with 

their communities on the topic of the occupation. While the interviewees for chapters four 

and five primarily consisted of young Jewish Americans without strong institutional ties to 

Israel or, in some cases, the wider Jewish community, Encounter participants are mostly 

Rabbis, Jewish educators, and other well-established community leaders. My analysis of their 

experiences on tours to Palestinian communities in the West Bank further explores the limits 

of “complexity” and “both sides” as motivating principles for action. In addition, I draw on 

the findings from this chapter’s examination of Jewish Americans’ relationships to Israel and 

Palestinian violence to discuss the ways that Encounter’s pedagogical focus on Palestinian 

nonviolence may both reduce Islamophobic stereotypes while further entrenching tourists’ 

commitments to Israeli political and military dominance. Finally, I analyze the ways that 
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Jewish Americans become activists working to end the occupation in their home 

communities. Through my case study of Encounter participants, I investigate how their 

activism is both energized and limited by a liberal Zionist framework.  
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Chapter 6 
  

Change from Within: 
 

Individualization, Language, and Professionalism as Barriers and 
Pathways to Social Change 

 
 
What stands out for me is the point in the Encounter trip where we dance and eat with the 
Palestinian partners. Watching people just be in joy together was a powerful experience. I 
feel like it cut to the humanness that we all share. … There’s something … incredibly 
moving about … when you’re just sitting at a table with somebody and you hear about how 
long it took them to get to this restaurant so they could be with you.   -Belinda 
  
 

Jewish Americans are socialized into a deep affinity towards the Israeli army, to see 

Israeli soldiers as moral protectors of Jewish safety against a violent, unpredictable 

Palestinian enemy. This mindset is solidified through homeland tourism, which uses 

emotionally-laden strategies to encourage young Jewish Americans to conceptualize Israeli 

soldiers as their peers, and in contrast, Palestinians as the violent “other.” This cultivated 

allegiance to the IDF and concurrent fear of Palestinians is bolstered by a sense of exclusive 

Jewish victimhood rooted in experiences of anti-Semitism. Together these socializing 

contexts position Jewish Americans to identify with Israelis over Palestinians when they 

travel to the region. 

Yet at the same time, the blatantly directive nature of this socialization often compels 

participants to be interested in alternative perspectives on the conflict. Young American Jews 

who seek out alternative tours range from those who maintain a strong “pro-Israel” agenda 

but want to strengthen their understanding of the issue to those who come to the region with 

a predefined mission to access critical perspectives on the conflict to bolster their budding 
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skepticism of dominant Jewish narratives. In both cases however, participants operate from a 

background rooted in the socialization described above. In this way, even though tour 

participants experience alternative tours through the lens of this socialization, they are also 

generally aware of the ways a “pro-Israel” bias is promoted in their communities. 

 In chapter five, I discussed how this upbringing can facilitate a continued faith in the 

dominance of Israeli institutions, especially the military. Tours to the OPT raise participants’ 

awareness of socio-economic inequalities, disparities in terms of citizenship, violations of 

Palestinians’ autonomy and right to movement, overt segregation, and settler violence. In 

addition, they complicate Jewish Americans’ ideas of Israelis as the sole victims in the 

conflict by showing Israelis as perpetrators of hateful violence, and Palestinians as victims of 

unjustified attacks. Participants express disgust that Jews, as victims of anti-Semitism, would 

carry out such violence against Palestinians, which often reminds them of anti-Jewish hate 

crimes. While this shifts tour participants away from beliefs in Jewish moral purity and sole 

victimhood, some of the pedagogical strategies that these tours use can also direct 

participants’ criticism away from the state and towards radical factions of Israeli society. 

Although the majority of Palestinian casualties are the result of the army, not settlers, in the 

minds of many American-Jewish tourists, settlers become the primary distributors of 

violence and the party to blame for Palestinians’ suffering. Through this framework, tourists 

maintain sympathy for Israeli soldiers, whom they often view as being forced into 

participation in the occupation. 

At the same time, participants celebrate Palestinian nonviolence. Jewish-American 

tourists are excited to meet Palestinians who they deem as “normal,” once they prove their 

non-violent status to participants. In this chapter, I explore the ways that tours create 



 193 

platforms for Palestinians to present their normality to Jewish tourists. In particular, I 

describe the pedagogical tactics of Encounter, a leading tour organization bringing American 

Jews to the OPT. Unlike BTS and W2W, Encounter specifically highlights its inclusion in 

mainstream Jewish institutional spaces. In addition, tours employ a “communication 

agreement” that encourages participants to speak as individuals and to avoid aggressive, 

generalizing rhetoric. On the one hand, these tactics enable Encounter to reach mainstream 

Jewish leaders and expose them to powerful Palestinian narratives. Given the ways that 

tourism tends to self-select participants who are already sympathetic to the tours’ goals, 

Encounter is unique in its ability to bring Palestinian perspectives to mainstream Jewish 

audiences. On the other hand, these strategies privilege existing power dynamics, which can 

dull opposition to Israeli state violence. By having to remain relevant to dominant 

institutional narratives and power structures, Encounter is limited in the types of analyses it 

can promote.  

 

The Use of Institutional Clout to Recruit Against Fear and Charges of Bias 

We’re sitting in a circle at a hotel in Bethlehem. It’s the second day of my trip with 

Encounter, a prominent tour program that brings Jewish leaders to Palestinian communities 

in the West Bank. The tour group, made up primarily of young Jewish professionals, has just 

returned from their homestays with Palestinian families the night before. For many of the 

participants, the homestays were the first time they had been alone with Palestinians, and for 

nearly everyone, it was the first time they spent the night in a Palestinian home. As Danielle 

reflected on her homestay: 

I don’t think I’d ever met, or slept in a Palestinian person’s home … I figured if I was 
gonna do it [Encounter], I’m gonna do it right—I’m not gonna stay at whatever hotel 
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that they sent people to … It was game changing … it changed me. It’s like when … 
you see a Palestinian on campus or wherever, it’s not the same as what it was before, 
where everyone’s a bad guy, everyone wants to kill me, everyone is against the 
existence of Israel, the Jewish people. And it all started for me through Encounter. 
That’s why I totally recommend it for everyone. 
 

Danielle’s comments reveal the ways that Encounter’s homestays can deeply impact 

participants by unraveling their fears of Palestinians and their beliefs that all Palestinians are 

violent and anti-Semitic. These transformations were voiced by participants both in my 

interviews and during my participant observation of Encounter’s program. 

Back on the tour, the group shares their reflections from their homestays, most of 

which mirror Danielle’s reactions. As one person after the next comments on how lovely 

their hosts were and how powerful it was to see Palestinians just “living normal lives,” a 

frustrated participant decides to interject. The woman, who appears to be in her mid-twenties, 

explains that something feels uncomfortable to her about celebrating the fact that Palestinians 

are humans. “Of course they’re humans,” she exclaims. She goes on to make the point that 

we shouldn’t be surprised that Palestinians eat dinner with their families, they play sports, 

and live so-called “normal lives.” She says something along the lines of how the group’s 

conversation feels very orientalist to her, and that she thinks we need to be aware of how 

problematic some of these reflections sound. 

The trip leaders seem caught off guard by the woman’s comments, and they carefully 

respond. One of the Encounter staff members decides to remind the group that for many 

people, spending the night in a Palestinian’s home is a brave, radical act. “We have to be 

aware of the different places we are all coming from,” she reminds the room of tourists. She 

explains that for some of us, it’s obvious and trivial to see Palestinians as full human beings, 

but for others, this is a major experience that pushes us outside of our comfort zones. The 
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implication is that these homestays can be fundamental in transforming participants’ 

stereotypes of Palestinians as dangerous and violent. 

 The trip leader’s comments also remind the group of many Jewish Americans’ deep 

fears of Palestinians. For example, as one Encounter participant recounted: 

I was particularly nervous for sleeping over at people’s houses. And I actually had 
talked with the people who were running the Encounter program about how worst-
case scenario, I didn’t want to sleep over … I could go sleep in a hotel. I didn’t end 
up doing that in the end, but I wanted to know that that option was available. That 
was the thing I was most nervous about. 

  
As discussed in chapter four, fear is a major prism through which Jewish Americans 

experience their time in the West Bank. For many of Encounter’s participants, the decision to 

participate in a homestay is emotionally difficult. To address this, Encounter is committed to 

being legible within mainstream Jewish spaces, which helps to assuage tourists’ fears. While 

BTS and W2W rely on secondary connections to maintain this kind of legitimacy and trust 

among the tourists they recruit, Encounter takes larger, concerted steps to be seen as part of 

mainstream Jewish-American spaces. 

Before the trip even begins, participants meet to discuss their expectations, fears, and 

hopes for the trip. The Encounter staff also meticulously goes through safety precautions 

with program participants. Each tourist receives a printed copy of the U.S. State 

Department’s travel warning for the West Bank and then must sign a waiver acknowledging 

that they have read it. In addition, Encounter staff-members discuss the program’s concepts 

of public and private space. In public space, participants are asked to conceal markers of 

Jewish dress such as a Kippah or Star of David necklace, while in private space, such as a 

hotel room, participants are able to openly present as Jewish. Although not necessarily the 
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intent of these practices, such activities underscore conceptions of Palestinian violence as 

unpredictable and motivated by anti-Semitism, as discussed in chapter four. 

Encounter staff-members also devote time to processing Jewish participants’ 

nervousness about the program. For example, during preliminary meetings, participants are 

asked to share a symbolic person they are “bringing” with them on their trip. Many 

participants talk about their Rabbis, grandparents, Jewish camp counselors, and sometimes 

Arab and Muslim friends from back home. Participants may also mention how their spouses 

or friends refused to join them on the tour out of fear. Facilitators will also ask participants to 

reference community members who would be proud of them for going on the tour, which 

again, has connotations regarding fear and safety. As Amy, an Encounter facilitator, 

described: 

We would do a trip orientation. People would come a couple days before the trip. We 
would meet and go over a bunch of information with them, and answer questions, and 
all of that. One of the questions we would always ask was, “Who is one person who 
would be proud of you for going on this trip?... There were always people that would 
say, “I talked to my parents. They’re really proud of me for going on this trip.” “My 
friend wanted me to go on this trip. They’re really proud of me.” “My grandmother, 
who is no longer with us, who had XYZ characteristic, would be very proud of me for 
going on this trip.” Then there were always the people that said, “I haven’t told 
anyone that I’m going on this trip. I am scared to tell my family that I’m going on this 
trip.” 

  
Underlying this activity and the majority of participants’ stated choices of a person who 

would be proud of them for attending the tour is a sense that the Encounter trip is a brave, 

transformative experience. As Amy continued: 

That was a big deal for people - to come on this trip and bring the weight of, “This is 
something I can’t share with people that I love, but I need to be open and listening,” I 
feel like that makes it even harder. Because you know that - it’s like you’re hearing 
something that your family doesn’t want you to be hearing. 
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Amidst this climate of controversy and participants’ anticipation, Encounter’s website 

and public documents highlight their presence in mainstream Jewish spaces and their 

connections with Jewish leaders. This strategy not only communicates the normalcy of these 

trips to participants, which then implies their safety, but it also relays implicit political 

messages. While W2W and BTS are upfront with their political advocacy, Encounter appears 

to engage in rhetorical efforts to appear less partisan. As their website reads: 

Encounter’s community includes leading rabbis of every denomination, professionals 
and lay leaders of every major Jewish institution, and public intellectuals shaping the 
contours of American Jewish life. All care deeply about the future of Israel and share 
a commitment to a more informed, inclusive and constructive Jewish communal 
engagement with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

  
This approach legitimizes Encounter’s work in two ways. First, by noting that their 

community includes leaders of every domination and major Jewish institution, Encounter 

communicates its inclusion in mainstream Jewish spaces. This strategy is apparent on the 

Encounter website’s “Our Community” page, which exclusively features prominent Jewish 

leaders. Each person has a photo with an impressive title, e.g. “Executive Vice President” 

followed by their institutional affiliations. Rather than highlight students, activists, or 

Palestinians, Encounter showcases leaders of well-known synagogues, Jewish federations, 

and financial institutions. When one clicks on the featured community member’s profile, a 

long biography is displayed that again highlights institutional markers of legitimacy such as 

degrees from Ivy-League schools, associations with high-ranking political figures, and 

evidence of political support for Israel. For example, Dr. Jeffrey R. Solomon’s profile 

highlights his work as President of the Andrea and Charles Bronfman Philanthropies, Charles 

Bronfman being one of the founders of Birthright (see chapter two).  
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This highlighting of a community member’s involvement with the founder of 

Birthright, for example, relates to the second way that Encounter gains acceptability in 

mainstream Jewish spaces: highlighting language that reflects dominant, political framings of 

the conflict. While programs like W2W present themselves as a contrast to institutional 

Jewish narratives around the conflict, Encounter attempts to communicate to its audience that 

they are part of the mainstream Jewish discourse on Israel. By minimizing their use of the 

word “occupation” and even “Palestinians,” Encounter prioritizes language that reflects 

mainstream Jewish-American approaches to the conflict over language that reflects 

Palestinian perspectives. For example, by choosing to frame its participants as people who 

“care deeply about the future of Israel,” Encounter communicates its belonging to political 

circles that prioritize the state of Israel’s safety and longevity. 

 

The Role of Language and Individualization  

Encounter’s use of depoliticized language and intentional Jewish framings distinguish 

it from tours like W2W and BTS. These distinct approaches therefore raise tactical questions 

of what is gained by these decisions and what might be lost in terms of advancing the human 

rights of Palestinians. Encounter’s careful attempts to avoid alienating potential participants 

who adhere to a dominant “pro-Israel” agenda allows them to recruit mainstream Jewish 

leaders to their tours more so than W2W or BTS. Encounter then exposes these influential 

participants to powerful Palestinian accounts of the occupation through visiting sites and 

hearing from speakers, who offer many of the same perspectives that participants hear on 

W2W and BTS tours. In this way, people who would normally be shielded from critical 

analyses of Israel/Palestine that emphasize Palestinians’ rights are exposed to them.  
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Encounter tours are typically multi-day and take place entirely within Palestinian 

communities in the West Bank, usually around the Bethlehem area. They travel to sites such 

as the separation wall and Palestinian communities in Area C that endure settler and military 

violence, including threats of demolition and land confiscation. Palestinian speakers regularly 

discuss the violence they suffer from both settlers and the IDF, and they describe with 

passion and clarity issues such as residency rights, unlawful arrests, and checkpoints. In this 

way, people with considerable power in the American Jewish community are exposed to 

Palestinian perspectives that directly challenge their conceptions of Palestinians and their 

allegiances to Israel. 

One of the ways that Encounter effectively facilitates this exposure is through 

presenting these narratives in ways that can break through participants’ previous mechanisms 

of doubt and discrediting. For example, Encounter uses a “Communication Agreement” that 

is designed to facilitate listening and avoid back-and-forth debate between Jewish tourists 

and Palestinian speakers. As Saul, a former Encounter participant with personal connections 

to the organization’s staff explained: 

The thing that I think is the biggest contribution that Encounter does is, well two. 
First it gets Americans into the West Bank who have never been there before, it’s 
really eye-opening. And the second, is how they structure the interaction, which most 
emphatically, I’ve learned a lot from Karen, it’s not a dialogue. It’s really an 
opportunity for people who have never been exposed to the Palestinian narrative to 
hear it in an environment in which they are prohibited or strongly discouraged from 
challenging that narrative. You hear the narrative, if you don’t understand something 
ask a question, but there is no back and forth challenge of what has been said. I think 
that is extremely important. I think the American Jews, they’ll have heard the Israeli 
narrative, they don’t need to hear that or to repeat it back to the Palestinians. 

  
As Saul explains, Encounter is uniquely successful in bringing institutional Jewish leaders to 

hear directly from Palestinians. Furthermore, it distinguishes itself from dialogue programs in 

that its primary function is to expose Jewish leaders to Palestinian narratives, rather than 
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create a platform for traditional interfaith/intercultural dialogue. In order to facilitate this type 

of deep listening, Encounter’s Communication Agreement asks participants to: 

1.  Make ‘I’ statements 
2.  Avoid making broad generalizations 
3.  Express viewpoints in a thoughtful manner 
4.  Listen with resilience 
5.  Share airtime 
6.  Pass if uncomfortable 
7.  Keep conversations confidential 
8.  Avoid arguing 
  
Encounter’s staff goes over the agreement before the trip and makes sure that each 

participant understands the purpose of the guidelines and consents to adhering to them. They 

emphasize that these trips are not for dialogue and debate, and tour facilitators repeatedly 

reference listening as a powerful act in of itself. 

This message resonated with nearly every Encounter participant I spoke to, and it 

served as one of the most significant aspects of the program for tourists. For example, 

Eliyahu is an Orthodox Rabbi who currently lives in Jerusalem. Having immigrated to Israel 

from the United States, Eliyahu was deeply saturated in center-right narratives before his 

time on Encounter. One of the ways he engages in Israel advocacy is by hosting Christian 

tour groups in his home to familiarize them with Jewish life in Jerusalem. He told me about a 

time when a person from one of these groups said to him, “look, I mean this with all respect, 

but, you know, you’re talking about Israeli-Palestinian relations, have you ever spent any 

time seriously talking to Palestinians?” Eliyahu explained that he took the person’s words to 

heart and after about six months, decided to sign up for an Encounter trip. He continued: 

I bought into the Encounter narrative that we were there to listen, we weren’t there to 
dialogue, and that it was important to process and listen, and that’s what I did for a 
couple of days and it had a profound effect … the best part of Encounter is when 
people present a narrative without crossing over into propaganda. 

  



 201 

As Eliyahu’s comments imply, participants appreciated experiences that were just about 

listening rather than a making a political point. Encounter is clear that there are no “right” or 

“wrong” opinions and tries to convince its participants that no matter where you stand 

politically, it’s useful to hear “the other’s” perspectives. This emphasis on neutrality and 

listening as a valuable act in itself leads people like Eliyahu to appreciate Encounter’s 

approach, despite his skepticism of Palestinian perspectives. As Lila, another participant 

explained:  

I started realizing part of the responsibility that I have … to advocate for Palestinians 
… I’ve been thinking lately about maybe the responsibility that I have to help 
facilitate journeys like mine, and to sort of help bring this awareness and 
understanding … if I had just walked in off the street [to the OPT], I might have 
leaned more into my doubt … where as now, I can’t even remember them [my 
doubts] so clearly because what was emphasized was really listening and respectful 
engagement and not challenging, but really being open. And so I think that had a 
huge impact because my Jewish identity was respected, and I wasn’t blamed when I 
had to enter those spaces. It was an opportunity to grow. 
 

As Lila explains, Encounter’s emphasis on listening allowed her to “grow” because she did 

not feel blamed. She attributes this pedagogical approach to her becoming more aware and 

engaged as an advocate for Palestinians. Many other participants reiterated Lila’s sentiments, 

explaining to me how Encounter’s pedagogical strategy was uniquely effective in facilitating  

listening and openness. In particular, participants would explain to me how even people who 

disagreed with the content of the tours appeared to respectfully and inquisitively listen to 

Palestinian speakers’ perspectives. Still, other participants noted that there is a difference 

between being able to listen to a speaker’s points and to accept their validity. For example, as 

Ileen, another Encounter participant, explained: 

Encounter’s facilitation protocols really foster a culture of openness. So even for 
folks for whom they have trouble believing or taking at face value, or not imagining 
that there are ulterior motives in what someone is saying, at least in the moment 
during the experience, [they] have a sense of openness. Like people will say out loud, 
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“I’m not sure how much of this I believe or understand,” but they also don’t say it in 
the sense of like therefore they are terrible people, they are liars or whatever. 
 

As Ileen comments illustrate, Encounter’s approach is clearly successful in facilitating 

Jewish listening to Palestinian perspectives that is respectful and avoids demonization. 

However, as Ileen’s comments also suggest, this listening may not actually shift participant’s 

understanding of the conflict, and may be limited in their power to the moment during which 

the listening takes place.   

 

The Power (and Limits) of the Personal Story: 
Talking to “Real People,” Relating to Jewish Suffering, and Avoiding “Propaganda” 
  

Encounter’s approach uniquely facilitates powerful acts of listening that break past 

the previous blockages that participants held towards Palestinian narratives. Participants are 

generally respectful, inquisitive, and grateful for the Palestinian speakers they hear from, and 

it is almost as if the subversive content in their messages sometimes goes unnoticed. This 

speaks to both the power and potential limits of Encounter’s pedagogical method. What does 

it mean that subversive messages are being absorbed by mainstream Jewish leaders without 

overt resistance? I became puzzled by how easily these messages were being received and 

the lack of resistance that they provoked. Perhaps participants weren’t truly grasping them, or 

maybe they hearing them in a way that distilled them of some of their political content? 

I turned back to the Encounter communication agreement for clues. In particular, I 

began to think critically about the first guideline, “I will speak for myself, not as a 

representative of a group. I will not ask others to represent, defend or explain an entire group. 

I will make ‘I’ statements rather than ‘we’ or ‘you’ statements.” This guideline appeared to 

enable participants to work through damaging stereotypes of Palestinians, and to compel 
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Jewish participants to account for the diversity of thought within both the Jewish and 

Palestinian community. As Harry Pell, the head of school for Jewish life and learning at 

Schechter Westchester, wrote in an article recounting his Encounter trip with his students, “If 

I learned one thing in my travels, it is that Palestinian society and public opinion are as varied 

and complex as Israeli society and public opinion.”83 

On account of the Communication Agreement, participants on Encounter would stop 

themselves as they began to speak on behalf of all Jews, and they would hesitate when they 

caught themselves accusing Palestinians collectively of various ways of thinking and acting. 

As Miriam, a rabbinical student who participated on Encounter, explained: 

We spent a lot of time talking about non-violent communications, and how to have 
hard conversations with people you disagree with without it turning into a shouting 
match ... I really want to hold up Encounter as a shining [example] of that work 
around teaching people to use “I statements” and only speak for themselves and not 
making generalizations. ... What I’ve come away with is the only way that you’re 
going to do anything about the situation is through empathy, and empathy is really, 
really hard to cultivate. But I think that is the only way forward. And so, I worry 
about dialogue groups and conversations and peacebuilding stuff that’s not teaching 
people how to have hard conversations and critique each other sharply. But there’s no 
way forward without that. 

  
In this way, Encounter is successful in facilitating exposure to contentious topics 

without the discussion devolving into a shouting match. It allows participants to grapple with 

difficult, controversial topics – setting it apart from the coexistence projects that avoid key 

political issues, as Miriam references. In addition, like other tours to the West Bank, 

Encounter clearly plays an effective role in reducing prejudice and encouraging its 

participants to respect Palestinians’ humanity. Yet at the same time, the communication 

guidelines can also filter participants’ interactions with speakers and sites through a highly 

                                                
83 https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/helping-our-students-hear-the-voices-of-the-people-with-whom-we-are-
destined-to-share-the-land/ 
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individualistic lens. Participants are asked to engage with speakers by reacting to, for 

example, Nisreen’s inability to cross the checkpoint or to sympathize with Mahmoud’s 

cousin who was beaten by a settler, rather than develop politicized opposition to the 

occupation. Similarly, Encounter participants are encouraged to evaluate their own 

standpoints as rooted in individual personalities and upbringings, rather than expressions of a 

collective ethnic/religious entity. In this way, Encounter pushes language that resists 

conceptualizations of Palestinians and American Jews as singular social groups. On the one 

hand, this upholds the unique positions and contributions of all individuals and it accounts 

for diversity of thought in a way that prevents homogenizing demonization. On the other 

hand, it can direct attention away from both identities as collective social forces with distinct 

structural positions. 

This approach was also particularly effective in that it gave participants the 

opportunity to hear powerful, personalized stories as opposed to a PowerPoint of facts and 

figures or a calculated political speech, for example. Participants frequently contrasted the 

power of these stories with their negative memories of pro-Palestinian activism on U.S. 

college campuses. As Lila explained: 

I was really angry that, for example, during Israeli Apartheid Week there was a wall 
in the middle of our campus with a whole bunch of slogans on it … and I was 
definitely in the mindset that some of these quotes are wrong, and it just doesn’t make 
sense and these are mindsets that need to be changed. Only when I had the chance to 
spend time in Jerusalem and actually visit Palestinian communities and just listen to 
their perspectives, not challenge, not compare different viewpoints, but just listen and 
really listen, then I had the chance to be humbled, and realized that maybe there 
aren’t any wrong points. And maybe there are just different perspectives that aren’t 
necessarily heard in the organizations that raised me. 
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Another Encounter participant similarly reflected on pro-Palestinian activism on U.S. college 

campuses. She explained that unlike the SJP activists she saw on campus, Encounter showed 

her “actual people” from the OPT. As she explained: 

I wish there were more opportunities for students to [meet] like actual people who are 
living in [the OPT]- not the “I came to college in America and I am the SJP84 activist 
so I have to say X Y Z” - but actual people living in Palestinian territories. And have 
conversations with them in the same way you talk to the guy from your apartment 
building who runs in the street. 
 

In particular, tourists criticized SJP activists in the United States, who, were sometimes 

described as “inauthentic Palestinians” compared to the Palestinians that American Jews met 

on Encounter. In this way, Palestinian authenticity and believability was conditioned upon 

their distance from “radical” politics. While in Lila’s case, Encounter allowed her to 

retroactively accept the relative validity of U.S.-based Palestinians’ claims against Israel, 

other participants held on to a distinction between “legitimate” “real Palestinians” living in 

the OPT and the “illegitimate” Palestinian activists they encountered in the United States.  

As a result, while participants lauded the impact of hearing Palestinians’ personal 

stories, they were critical of speakers who spoke in generalities. As Yair commented about a 

tour speaker, “they were speaking in general with everyone and not talking about their 

personal experience, but talking more about slogans of coexistence. It was clear that they had 

done it a million times.” As Yair’s comments suggest, perceived authenticity matters for 

tourists to feel impacted by their encounters with Palestinians. Anything that crossed into 

propaganda, memorization, or generalized political rhetoric seemed to alienate participants. 

                                                
84 Students for Justice in Palestinian – The most prominent student group working across campuses in the 
United States on behalf of Palestinian solidarity. Members are often students of Arab and Muslim descent and 
generally hold what are considered to be far-left political views on the conflict. 
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As such, participants maintained a dismissive attitude towards broad comments about the 

occupation, soldiers, or settlers, and instead saw individual testimonies as more credible. 

Furthermore, the individual focus of the program allowed people to ask questions 

based on speakers’ personal experiences. As Belinda, an Encounter facilitator, explained: 

Watching people have an experience because they’ve met somebody who lives it, and 
watching people be able to raise their hand and ask a question and have somebody 
answer based on the reality of their lived experience and seeing how that transformed 
people’s’ opinions was powerful. 

  
The authenticity of these interactions was bolstered by the physical evidence of speakers’ 

accounts that Encounter participants witnessed on the trip. For example, as Lila explains: 

At first what really hooked me was the reality of the situation. That I was hearing 
from people who are actually going through newly difficult challenges, and they 
talked about challenges with transportation for school and violence in their 
neighborhood, and damage to their homes and all these very concrete things that I 
knew they faced ...  And walking the streets with a couple of them, I could see the 
impact of what they were saying and there was no question in my mind of credibility, 
because I could see what was happening and there was just a different level of trust 
when I heard from someone who was actually living there as opposed to reading news 
articles and hearing from organizations that had specific agendas as far as how they 
communicated news. 

  
As Lila’s comments suggest, the combination of talking to “real people,” with physical 

evidence of their suffering, eliminated skepticism towards Palestinian speakers’ narratives. In 

addition, Encounter’s emphasis on neutrality appears to be effective in leading participants to 

distinguish Encounter from other organizations with “specific agendas.” Together these 

strategies appeared to not only prompt humanization of Palestinians, but to also facilitate a 

deeper understandings of the systematic violence of the occupation among participants. For 

example, while Encounter participants may be skeptical when SJP activists in the United 

States discuss how the separation wall encroaches on their land or how Palestinians are 

attacked by Israeli soldiers, when they hear these stories from Palestinians currently living in 
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the OPT who can then take them around and show them physical evidence of their accounts, 

they are much more willing to accept the validity of such perspectives. 

         This credibility was often bolstered by participants’ humanization of Palestinians, 

which, as discussed in the previous chapter, often depended on presentations of Palestinian 

normality. As Lauren describes: 

I think just recognizing that there is such a negative perspective on Palestinians.  It 
was interesting to meet them and see … how they are honest normal people … people 
who are very peaceful, they are not like off in the news, or they are on the news, but 
they aren’t the ones creating conflict ... that’s pretty powerful. 

  
Lauren’s ability to accept and be impacted by the Palestinians she met on her trip was 

conditioned on the fact that these were not the Palestinians she sees on the news “creating 

conflict.” Only when Palestinians separated themselves from the stereotypical image of the 

Palestinian “aggressor,” were such participants able to accept their humanity, and 

subsequently, the validity of their claims. Therefore, while this reliance on reversing the 

trope of the Palestinian as the angry, activist was helpful in pushing participants to recognize 

a diversity of perspectives in Palestinian society and to accept the validity of speakers’ 

claims, this method of presenting “normalcy” also served to separate Palestinians from their 

political contexts. In other words, when Palestinians’ normality is conditioned upon their 

rejection of violence, and even nonviolent activism like SJP, Palestinians are stripped of their 

political agency. In order to be acceptable, believable Palestinians, they must act in ways that 

do not disrupt current power relations. 

Similarly, participants appreciated when speakers acknowledged the validity of 

Jewish narratives. For example, Avi recalled: 

I remember from the group discussions, people talking about how powerful it was for 
them for him [Palestinian speaker] to come out and say that “I understand your 
struggle. I understand how terrible the Holocaust was. I understand how important it 
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is after everything the Jewish people have been through for you guys to be here”... for 
many people, prefacing that conversation with that understanding was very powerful. 

  
After each set of Palestinian speakers, Encounter participants come together to process the 

content of the last session. Avi described how during one of these debriefing sessions, 

participants repeatedly referenced the importance of Palestinian speakers’ validation of 

Jewish fear and Jews’ desire for a national, safe haven. As Rabbi Harry Pell, wrote in his 

article: 

I felt a strange sense of identification with some of our speakers, who understand the 
Jewish need for a state and homeland, and whose sense of identity and desire for their 
own state made sense to me through my Zionist worldview. I also felt deep pain and 
disappointment when one speaker explained that while he was happy to meet with us, 
we must understand that Judaism is a religion – not a nation, not a people – and that 
we have absolutely no need for or right to a land. 

  
Participants not only appreciated when Palestinians acknowledged anti-Semitism in their 

discussions, but also hoped they would understand how this translated into political support 

for Zionism. In this way, many participants expected, or at least hoped for, Palestinian 

recognition of their dominant Jewish frameworks. This again puts qualifications on 

Palestinian speakers’ credibility that are unlikely to be expected of Jewish advocates of 

Israel. While participants rarely implied that support for Israel should be prefaced with an 

acknowledgement of the Nakba, for example, participants reacted positively to Palestinian 

speakers who qualified their own desire for liberation with a full affirmation of not only anti-

Semitism, but also Zionism. Despite the ways that such frameworks of the conflict are not 

representative of dominant Palestinian approaches to discussing the occupation, these 

framings were employed by several of Encounter’s Palestinian speakers. 

When I asked Emily, a former Encounter organizer, what made certain speakers more 

effective than others, she replied: 
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Well, there’s different kinds of being effective and there was a lot of thought that 
went into the order in which people spoke too. I think Rani is always a very very 
impactful speaker, also Saed... they’ve gone on their own journeys of affirming the 
humanity of the other without turning their backs on their own people or being an 
apologist… Like Saed, I watched him undergo a transformation … unfortunately it’s 
made him no longer respected among his own people. He really went the distance 
over the course of the years that I knew him in terms of himself actually affirming 
Jewish and Israeli humanity and the humanity of Israeli and Jewish narrative ... 
people are most opened by things when they also feel the recognition has been 
extended to them and empathy is extended to them. 

  
Encounter organizers recognize that certain speakers are more well-received by Jewish-

American participants. In order to facilitate this reception, decisions were made in terms of 

which speakers to highlight, where to place them on the itinerary, as well as when to cut 

speakers who were no longer speaking “in the service of the listener.” In particular, 

Palestinians who spoke from personal experience, avoided political rhetoric, and affirmed 

Jewish perspectives seemed to resonate most strongly with Encounter’s audiences. As Emily 

hints, this affirmation of Jewish suffering can be taboo in Palestinian society. As a result, 

resonating too well with a Jewish audience could potentially compromise a Palestinian 

speaker’s standing in their own society and lead to charges of normalization.  

 
 
Making Messages Palatable 
  

For a small number of participants, this apparent unrepresentativeness and absence of 

more “radical” voices discredited Encounter’s Palestinian speakers. As Natenial, an Israeli 

with more right-leaning politics compared to the average Encounter participant, reflected: 

It’s orchestrated. Some of the speakers had said that they had been on 50 Encounter 
trips, meaning that they have developed their party line. I think they’ve tried to find 
different perspectives … there’s some diversity in the perspectives, [but] they didn’t 
bring the very extreme ones ... they are designing something that is designed to only 
bring one perspective. 
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Other Encounter participants similarly expressed doubt about the representativeness of the 

speakers they heard from on the trip. Others however, entered the tour with such suspicions 

and were then surprised by the diversity of thought that they heard. As Maya said: 

I think a part of me felt like it wouldn’t be so hard because … they’ll bring these 
people who are into peace, so we will kind of agree. And that’s the thing I think a lot 
of people expect ... ok you are bringing us like the “good ones,” but it’s not really like 
that. And I think once you are on the trip, and you realize, like no, people are going to 
say things that really challenge you … you realize it is more diverse than you think or 
that it’s complex more than anything. Like there is just so much complexity in 
people’s opinions. 

  
This exposure to varied Palestinian perspectives caused Maya to ask herself difficult 

questions about her own choices and political activities. She continued: 

It’s like wait, how am I going to live my life now? What rallies am I going to go to? 
Who am I going to vote for? Do I keep doing the army stuff that I do and I am legally 
required to do as being a citizen? ... I know someone who does reserve duty and he 
was like if they ask me to serve in the West Bank, I am going to tell them “no,” and I 
really don’t care if they kick me out of the army for it … I was like, wait, now I am 
going to have to vote and when you vote it doesn’t matter how complex your 
opinions are … And I remember there were elections and I was facilitating an 
Encounter trip a little bit before, and I remember being just like what am I supposed 
to do with this? 

  
For Maya, the exposure to Palestinians who could both articulate a commitment to peace but 

also convey political views that challenged her positions elevated her sense of social 

responsibility. Maya was unique in how the tour led her to entertain such taboos as refusing 

service in the Israeli army. Yet even though such reactions were not the norm, their existence 

represents the power of alternative tours to facilitate this type of thinking and political 

commitment. Maya’s deep grappling with the perspectives she heard on Encounter appears to 

relate to how she understood those perspectives to be diverse and representative of wider 

Palestinian society. As such, perceived authenticity appears linked to the likelihood of 

significant changes in participants’ political commitments. 
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In contrast, other participants maintained a sense that they were only speaking to a 

certain sector of Palestinian society. Despite this, these participants were still inspired to 

know that such a sector of the Palestinian society existed, and that they shared similar 

ideologies, even if such Palestinians did not represent Palestinian society as a whole. As 

Matt, a Jewish summer camp director who participated in Encounter several times, noted, it 

was “all about relationships and knowing that this nonviolent, very friendly, welcoming, and 

open sector of the Palestinian community existed ... and was interested in welcoming us into 

their homes, and those who were involved in education and activism work, in partnering with 

us.” For Matt, the primary benefit of Encounter was that it allowed him to identify partners 

within Palestinian society for peace education and nonviolent activism, rather than provide 

him with a comprehensive understanding of Palestinian politics. As he continued: 

I’m here meeting kids and adults who are really thoughtful and engaged, and yet, 
there is this underlying schtick ... I felt very safe, but everyone I was meeting was a 
Christian …. and it felt very much like I was meeting this, obviously they’re not 
politicians, but I was meeting this kind of intellectual elite or people who were 
interested in nonviolence or whatever it was, but I wasn’t seeing exactly what was 
going on. 

  
For Matt, the fact that most of Encounter’s homestay families were Christians caused him to 

doubt their representatives of wider Palestinian society. Several participants commented on 

the disproportionate number of Christians on Encounter compared to Muslims, who make up 

the majority of Palestinian society. Participants often associated Christians with “safe” peace-

loving individuals, while Muslims were more closely associated with Palestinian terrorism. 

As Eliyahu commented, “like-minded Muslims unfortunately do not live in Israel. There are 

many of them in the United States among other places. … my own impression is ... the ones 

out there doing terrorist acts tend to be the Muslims, not the Christians.” Such impressions 

led some participants to filter their experiences on Encounter through a lens that treated 
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Palestinian Christians as exceptions to, rather than members of, Palestinian society. As Ellie 

explained: 

I remember being shocked that everyone we met was Christian, because I had largely 
conceptualized Palestinians as a Muslim society, as I’m sure a lot of the Americans 
do. But I also remember being kind of disappointed about that, and then feeling guilty 
that I was disappointed that the people we were meeting with were Christian. And 
someone asked a question about that on our trip, and they were like “yeah most of our 
partners for peace, non-violent activists are Christian.” I remember feeling so terrible 
that I thought of that, but it also struck with me that our partners and all these non-
violent activists are one hundred percent Christian. 

  
Even though Encounter’s speakers are certainly not “one hundred percent Christian,” the 

disproportionate number of Christians on the tours, compared to the number of Christians in 

Palestinian society as a whole, was frequently noted by my interviewees. Participants such as 

Ellie expressed a genuine desire to build strong connections with Muslim Palestinians. They 

wanted to be able to describe how Palestinian society as a whole renounces violence and is 

committed to peacebuilding initiatives and dialogue with Jews and Israelis. Yet as some 

participants, such as Leila, wondered, “are the reasons that we’re not talking to more 

Muslims because they don’t want to talk to us?”  

Such interpretations of the speakers’ demographics allowed some participants to 

maintain Islamophobic frameworks that conceptualize most Palestinians as violent and “anti-

peace.” Amy, an Encounter facilitator, explained that from her perspective, the primary 

barriers to having more Muslim speakers were rooted in logistical considerations as opposed 

to the organization’s ideology. In her mind, the need to assuage Jewish participants’ fears 

about the Palestinians homestays as well as issues such as speakers’ English-speaking 

abilities, often led Encounter to rely more heavily on Christian compared to Muslim 

Palestinians. As Amy noted: 
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Christian Palestinians in some way are less scary to people than Muslim Palestinians 
... I think that Christian Palestinians also reflect a higher [social class] ... potentially 
people who are going to have better English, the people who are going to be more 
available to speak. That doesn’t mean we didn’t have Muslim speakers. We definitely 
did, we had a lot of them, but I think that for a variety of factors beyond our control, 
Christian speakers were potentially more available and better speakers than Muslim 
speakers. Which wasn’t great because in a lot of ways [they’re] the people you 
needed to have up there to help people, [who say] “Fine but you’re a Christian 
Palestinian, that’s the difference, but the Muslim Palestinians they are the radicals ... 
they are the religious fanatics and you are in a separate group.” … It creates a barrier 
and they’re like, “okay I can listen to you but you’re not really... the problem.” ...  It 
would be powerful to get a woman up there in a hijab to speak, and we did, we 
definitely did. For a variety of reasons, it wasn’t always easy to make that happen. 

  
This predominance of Christian voices appeared to heighten some participants’ 

tendencies to locate the root of Palestinian violence in religious fanaticism rather than 

politically-motivated resistance. For example, as Matt concluded of Palestinian Christians, 

“surprisingly, they want the Muslims and Jews to stop killing each other.” Other participants 

reached similar conclusions. For example, Danielle, recounted a conversation with a 

Palestinian woman, who explained to her: 

“I’m a Christian, and because of the relationship between Muslims and Jews, we got 
messed over ... and our lives are now made terrible. Muslims are killing us. Jews now 
need to put us in these blockades around the wall … Our hotel, our business - 
everything is gone … the life we used to have.” 

  
In this particular woman’s account, as Danielle remembers it, Muslims are killing Christians, 

and this forces the Israeli army to respond in ways that make life unbearable for the 

Palestinian Christians. As discussed in the previous chapter, in this account, Muslim violence 

is conceptualized as agentic, while Jewish violence is seen as involuntary. From this 

perspective, Muslim fanaticism is at the root of the conflict and Israeli soldiers are 

responding rationally to the threat of this violence. Accounts like this are not representative 

of dominant Palestinian conceptions of the conflict nor the long history of Palestinian 

Christians’ resistance to the occupation. Therefore, while such interpretations may align 
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more closely with many Jewish participants’ understanding of the conflict and evoke less 

resistance and “greater listening,” these narratives also play into problematic explanations of 

Israel/Palestine that depoliticize the roots of the conflict. In other words, gains made on the 

humanization front may come at the expense of inaccurate, potentially damaging, political 

frameworks. The result of this interaction for Danielle, was that she began to question her 

own religious faith. When I asked Danielle whether that conversation affected her, she 

replied: 

Big time ... I used to be more religious … like all skirts ... I think as my political 
views started coming into question, I started also questioning a lot of religious things 
that I was taught, in terms of Israel, and the state, and Halacha. … First it was 
wearing jeans ... and then slowly by slowly, other things came into question, and it 
was a big thing. 

  
For Danielle, locating the root of Palestinian suffering, and by extension, Jewish suffering 

within religious extremism caused her to question her own relationship to Judaism. In this 

way, conceptualizations of the conflict that place disproportionate blame on Muslim 

fanaticism not only function to promote Islamophobia, but they can also cause participants to 

see their own faith as opposed to the goals of peace and justice.  

Furthermore, these portrayals of Palestinian Christians as a neutral third party “caught 

in the middle” play into anti-Semitic, Islamophobic forms of colonial thought. While 

Christians are conceptualized as the Western, enlightened ones “stuck in the Middle East,” 

Jews and Muslims are the barbaric, orientalized others, who act on emotions and religion 

rather than rationality and modernity. In this way, presentations of Christians as exceptions 

from wider Palestinian society frame the conflict as a problem rooted in illogical, religious 

myths rather than the unequal distribution of resources, violence, and power. As Danielle’s 
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experiences suggest, this not only has the potential to fuel anti-Muslim sentiment, but also 

anti-Jewish sentiment as well. 

         On the other hand, highlighting the experience of Palestinian Christians can disrupt 

participants’ tactics of dehumanizing Palestinians. By using Palestinians’ Christianity as a 

point of relatability for American Jews, who often spend large portions of their lives in 

predominantly Christian spaces, the realization that Israelis are also oppressing Christians, 

and “not just Muslims,” can be eye-opening. This relatability with Christians as a generalized 

group, makes it harder for American Jews to demonize Palestinians even though it relies on 

the continued dehumanization of Palestinian Muslims. Once participants recognized that 

Israel was oppressing a group of people whom they considered to be full(er) humans, it 

became more difficult for them to ignore this oppression. I discussed with Amy how 

participants’ interactions with Christians can be powerful in that they see how diverse 

Palestinians society is, potentially sparking the realization that the conflict is more so based 

in political rights than religion. She replied: 

Sure, definitely. I think that is an important thing to understand and I think that is 
helpful … I think people want to frame it as an Israeli-Muslim conflict. ... People who 
use language around Isaac and Ishmael … they’re framing it as a Jewish-Muslim 
conflict. And when you bring in a third party to that and say, well, I’m a Palestinian 
and I’m Christian, and here’s my story. 

  
In this way, prioritizing the voices of Palestinian Christians proved to be effective in 

challenging participants’ pre-existing frameworks of the conflict and allowing them to 

empathize with Palestinians. Yet again, the same question of impact emerges. Is it worth 

highlighting certain sectors of Palestinian society in order to foster empathy towards them 

among American Jews, at the expense of full exposure to the diversity of Palestinian society 

as well as the severity of Israeli violence and the rage that many Palestinians feel towards it? 



 216 

Beyond the strategic consideration that such exposure may “shut down” participants’ ability 

to listen and empathize, presentations that highlight concepts such as dialogue and 

nonviolence may shield participants from the gravity of Israel’s occupation. In addition, 

Palestinians who speak fluent English often come from privileged social classes, which 

causes them to be associated with elitism. How then, might unrepresentative presentations of 

Palestinian suffering protect Jewish Americans from the reality of Israeli violence? How 

might this shielding allow participants to continue to validate the righteousness of the Israeli 

military and the maliciousness of Palestinian violence, as discussed in chapters four and five. 

If American Jews only hear about Israeli violence through those who can contain their anger, 

who condemn armed resistance, and who avoid political frameworks, how will Jewish-

American tourists ever fully acknowledge the legitimacy of the Palestinian struggle? At the 

same time, would most Jewish-American leaders even listen to a Palestinian who supported 

Hamas, needed a translator, or spoke in angry, political rhetoric? Is it not better to have some 

humanization of Palestinians than none at all? 

Amy recalled a particularly revealing memory of an Encounter speaker that 

exemplifies this dilemma. Enad, a former Palestinian diplomat who had recently been 

stationed in Switzerland, had decided to return to Palestine to support the Palestinian cause 

around the time he joined Encounter. Amy recounted: 

I remember when Enad first came to speak with us, he was very polished and very 
professional ... he would do an amazing [job] ... and we watched Enad over the years 
… get angrier and angrier and angrier, because you know he was living in Ramallah, 
and living in Ramallah is rough! When you move from Switzerland and you have a 
nice government job [to] living in Ramallah, you’re dealing with you know water 
being shut off, and power being shut off, and your movement being totally curtailed.  
We watched Enad get angrier and angrier and angrier ... by the end, I felt like he gave 
a presentation ... where ... he was trying to say the word “apartheid” as many times as 
he could … because he was so angry … This was his life … and it got to the point 
that he couldn’t speak to groups anymore ... Having a Palestinian get up and yell 
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apartheid at you for a half hour, it gets to be too hard … it became, almost a barrier to 
being able to hear his message. We talked a lot about speaking in service of the 
listener … and that doesn’t mean changing what it is that you’re saying, but it’s how 
do you say what you need to say in a way that can be heard. And “occupation” is 
often not speaking in service of the listener, and “apartheid” is often not speaking in 
service of the listener. And that doesn’t mean we’re not going to take you and we’re 
not going to show you the separate roads for the Palestinians and the ... Israelis. It 
doesn’t mean we’re not going to show the wall, it doesn’t mean we’re not going to 
show you a lot of these symptoms of occupation, but we’re just not going to say that. 
Because once that word is out there, people stop listening. 

  
As Amy describes, Enad’s message was only palatable to Jewish American audiences when 

it involved less polemical language. This raises several questions. First, what does it mean 

that Jewish Americans can only “hear” Palestinians when their language is sanitized in a way 

that depoliticizes their rhetoric and potentially puts them at odds with wider Palestinian 

society? Secondly, what are the political impacts of telling Palestinian stories through a 

medium that can whitewash the severity of Israeli violence against Palestinians? Is hearing 

Palestinian narratives only effective if it does not push the Jewish listener to defensiveness? 

If so, can narratives that are being formatted to fit existing paradigms of those in power 

actually disrupt those paradigms? Finally, if one cannot expect such disruption, what are the 

tangible effects of exposure to such perspectives? 

In terms of assessing the tour’s tangible effects, even when Encounter’s speakers 

were funneled through this selection process, participants often came to conclusions that did 

in fact challenge existing power dynamics. Belinda, one of Encounter’s facilitators, described 

how many participants applied Encounter speakers’ testimonies to larger structural 

understandings of the occupation. 

I feel like what really was enlightening for people was often about the difficulty of 
building a home in the West Bank and what’s that like and how that works and 
hearing people’s stories over and over again … Understanding how that regime 
functions in the West Bank, I think really is a very big deal for people to really 



 218 

understand what that is and how that land gets confiscated and how building is made 
impossible. 

  
As an Encounter facilitator, Belinda saw how the repetition of similar themes allowed 

participants to recognize larger, structural forces of the occupation. Her use of the term 

“regime” also signals her interest in alerting participants to the underlying military and 

political forces behind Palestinians’ personal accounts of injustice and violence. 

Nonetheless, even though many participants were able to translate personal anecdotes 

to wider assessments of the conflict, the program’s emphasis on individuals could also 

function to isolate Palestinian speakers’ experiences from their wider political contexts. This 

effect was further cemented by Encounter’s avoidance of Palestinian speakers who would 

come off as too extreme to Jewish participants. As became clear in the story of Enad, it was 

only when he spoke from the positionality of a comfortable, international lifestyle, that he 

was able to use rhetoric that complemented dominant Jewish-American perspectives on the 

conflict. When he spoke instead from the position of an average Palestinian living under 

occupation, his daily experiences were so harsh, that his emotions and political assessments 

were no longer compatible with the ways most Encounter participants conceptualized the 

conflict. 

  Individual stories can powerfully corroborate each other in order to inform Encounter 

participants’ awareness of the more systematic aspects of the occupation. It is clear that in 

order for these stories to be immediately accepted, they must be presented through 

frameworks that do not alienate Jewish Americans. Yet even though articulating perspectives 

without such harshness facilitates Jewish participants’ ability to listen to Palestinians in 

general, it simultaneously risks downplaying the severity of Israel’s violence. In this way, the 

absence of a political framework that reflects the full spectrum of Palestinians’ responses to 



 219 

the occupation, combined with Encounter’s focus on individuals as opposed to institutions, 

can make the occupation appear less severe to tourists. 

Similarly, just as this focus on individuals may prevent structural understandings of 

the conflict, it can also function to relieve the Jewish community of their responsibility to 

address their complicity. On the one hand, such an individualized approach is important in 

order to avoid anti-Semitic and homogenizing conceptions of Jews. Emphasizing that Jews 

maintain distinct and non-automatic relationships to Israel and Zionism is crucial. However, 

given the ways that Jewish-American institutions are largely complicit in upholding 

American support for the state of Israel, perhaps it is necessary, from a movement-building 

perspective, to facilitate responsibility for the occupation among tour participants. Given that 

Encounter participants are already engaged in Israel/Palestine through traveling to the region, 

is it advisable to promote some level of collective accountability? How does thinking of 

American Jews as an amalgamation of disparate individuals without a collective 

responsibility to ending the occupation limit the Jewish community’s ability to act as a 

constructive social force? Would the answer be different for Israelis? If so, what are the 

political obligations (if any) embedded into Jewish Americans’ diasporic relationship to the 

state of Israel? 

 

Changes in Thinking and the Responsibility to Act: Blowing up the Liberal Zionist Bubble 

         In searching for answers to these questions, it is useful to compare the motivations of 

Encounter participants to Walls2Windows and BTS’s participants. Because Encounter targets 

institutional leaders, most of its participants considered themselves well-versed on Israeli-

Palestinian politics. While W2W and BTS tourists were typically younger and sometimes 
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completely new to the politics of the region, Encounter participants frequently expressed a 

high level of confidence in their political beliefs. In particular, several interviewees 

commented on how they were already left-wing, and therefore did not see great urgency in 

attending Encounter. As Tom discussed: 

I wasn’t really interested in listening [to] other perspectives .... Why do I have to go? 
I know what I think … I don’t think [the tour] challenged or introduced anything ... I 
think of myself [during] those days pre-Encounter, as already being an ally of 
Encounter, even though I didn’t wanna go ... I’m with you already, so I don’t have to 
be told, right? 

  
Similarly, Matt explained: 

I don’t think ... I felt any need to meet the Palestinians ... I sit on a pretty left-wing 
part of the spectrum ... I don’t think I needed to meet Palestinians to feel activated in 
that way, and I honestly, I think part of why I didn’t want to go is because it was a 
little scary to think about meeting and sleeping in someone’s home. 

  
Matt’s comments reveal how he simultaneously felt confident that he was already 

“politically activated” enough in terms of his support for Palestinian rights. Yet in the same 

sentence, he describes being afraid to sleep in a Palestinian’s’ home. Participants like Tom 

and Matt held what would conventionally qualify as moderate-left views in Jewish/Israeli 

spaces. They supported an end to the occupation (in theory) as well as peacebuilding and 

dialogue initiatives. This orientation distinguishes them from right-wing, and some “centrist” 

Israelis, who uphold a belief in maintaining total Israeli control over the West Bank, and who 

scoff at coexistence projects. Nonetheless, Matt and Tom still orient their politics, as being 

“left-wing” in terms of Israeli/Jewish political spectrums. Relative to their own communities, 

they are left-leaning, maybe even radical. However, when their political views are analyzed 

in relation to Palestinian views, their ideology represents much more of an alignment with 

dominant Israeli perspectives, rather than an aberration from them. 
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Furthermore, as Matt’s comments imply, his relationship to Palestinians is still 

largely rooted in fear. Fear, as discussed in chapter four, is often tied to forms of 

dehumanization that see Palestinians as irrationally violent and uncivilized. As such, even 

though Matt considers himself to be left-wing, his sense of safety still relies on militarily-

enforced segregation. Many Encounter participants simultaneously considered themselves 

allies of Encounter, and by extension, allies of Palestinians, both before and after their tours. 

Yet for the most part, participants often continued to rely on conceptions of Palestinian-

Israeli relations that involved forced separation, and by default, Palestinians’ subjugation. It 

is this aspect of power and violence that I argue often goes unchallenged in tour participants’ 

mindsets during their tour experiences. 

As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, Encounter tends to recruit participants 

who are already deeply embedded in Jewish institutional spaces. This then causes 

participants to see themselves as more informed about the conflict than participants on W2W 

and BTS. As such, even though Encounter participants discussed similar attitudinal shifts as 

the W2W and BTS participants, they more often did so in a way that characterized the tours 

as affirming rather than challenging their thinking. For example, Lauren explained, “I don’t 

know how much the trip changed my views of the people or the conflict, but it changed in 

that it became more concrete ... So my feelings about it … they feel more real … and they 

feel more urgent and immediate.” Similarly, Tom, who, as seen above, was originally 

hesitant to attend the trip due to his support for Encounter, explained, “not that I didn’t know 

it before, but I think I appreciated how—it’s complicated, right? That’s simple to say … but 

that’s really true, actually. I think to be able to see really just how complicated it is … it put 

some more meat on that for myself.” For both Lauren and Tom, Encounter did not 
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dramatically re-organize their political positions. Instead it reinforced a sense of complexity 

and urgency that became more concrete to participants through the experiential nature of the 

tour. 

This sense of confirmation rather than contradiction is largely explained by 

Encounter’s targeting of institutional leaders. Most of the Encounter participants I 

interviewed were not surprised by the perspectives they heard on the trip in the same way as 

many W2W participants, who were less informed about the conflict. Instead, Encounter 

appeared to strengthen and back-up ideas that many participants held before the trip. As Matt 

continued: 

Encounter made real the Palestinians I believed existed or hoped existed, and in that 
regard … I don’t think Encounter shifted me one way or another politically. It 
energized me in a different way, but I don’t know if it moved me one way or the 
other, because I kind of came in with that bent, but I had real interactions and real 
stories and real people to talk about afterwards … [Encounter] made me feel like 
there was more at stake. 

  
As discussed in chapter five, tours to the OPT often function as a way for participants 

to gain confidence in their views and to validate their own legitimacy as opinion-holders. In 

particular, many participants described an orientation towards left-leaning views that was 

then confirmed by the tours. This was often then accompanied by a heightened sense of 

urgency, or as Matt describes, a recognition of there being “more at stake.” While for most 

participants, a sense of complexity and urgency fit within their preconceived notions, for 

younger, less engaged participants, Encounter affected participants in the same ways that 

BTS and W2W affected their participants. As discussed in chapter five, for participants 

without strong stances on the conflict prior to the tour, Encounter often dispelled 

Islamophobic stereotypes of Palestinians and caused participants to distance themselves from 
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unconditional adherence to Israeli narratives. For example as Ellie, an Encounter participant 

who was relatively new to the conflict, explained: 

It just brought me some nuance. I had grown up as a very blind supporter of Israel ... I 
just realized that not everything I heard about Israel was necessarily true and on the 
larger scheme of things, I guess it just moved me away from any larger blanket 
statements apart from that Israel has the right to exist. But I mean Israel has the right 
to exist without meddling with Palestinians’ right to self-actualization. 

  
Like Encounter’s more conventionally-knowledgeable base, Ellie also experienced a greater 

sense of complexity or nuance through the tour. However, for her, this complexity served to 

challenge her preconceptions of Israel’s moral purity rather than confirm her existing 

political stances. 

As discussed in chapter five, for people who were new to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, the tour’s complicating effect functioned to challenge black-and-white thinking, 

particularly in terms of Jews/Israelis’ exclusive right to victimhood. This demonstrates two 

functions of Encounter tours and how they are similar to other tour programs that bring 

American Jews to the OPT. First, it suggests that the content of the three tours themselves 

does not seem to facilitate drastically different kinds of thinking. Instead, differences in 

changes in thinking among Encounter, W2W, and BTS participants seem to have more to do 

with tourists’ positionalities and their knowledge upon entering the tour, than the content of 

the itineraries themselves. In all of the tours, participants who previously employed 

“good/bad, right/wrong” binary thinking about Israelis and Palestinians were challenged to 

acknowledge the validity of Palestinian claims as well as their humanity. 

Yet for participants who saw themselves as already supporting Encounter’s mission 

and being sufficiently supportive of peace and Palestinian rights, their lack of transformation 

reveals some of the limits of Encounter’s pedagogical approach. Institutional Jewish leaders 
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with center-left political views often felt unchallenged by the perspectives they heard on the 

tour. As Josh, a former Encounter facilitator explained, “[I] had a lot more information to 

back up the feelings that I started with and maintained.” Similarly, Tal continued: 

I think I went into the trip expecting to have my ideas confirmed, so there was no 
radical transformation in my understanding of the conflict, or my impressions of the 
place. It definitely added new dimensions of affect, and detail, and imagery that 
enriched my understanding of what goes on there... I don’t think the tour changed my 
political perspectives. 

  
Encounter participants, particularly men with liberal-Zionist beliefs, often told me 

that the tour did not change their political positions. Instead, they would describe how the 

tour confirmed, intensified, or solidified their views. This is likely due to tourists’ own 

confidence in their political positions (which appeared bolstered by masculinity) as well as 

the format through which Palestinian perspectives are transmitted to them on the tour. 

Encounter participants are able to hear directly from Palestinians in a way that affirms 

Jewish-American tourists’ commitments to peace. Rather than recognize the distance 

between their political positions and Palestinians’ calls for tactics such as BDS, many 

Encounter participants leave with a renewed faith in the importance of the work they are 

already doing, as well as the mindsets they already hold. In this way, Encounter appears to be 

strengthening the resolve of its liberal Zionist base rather than challenging them to question 

the underlying assumptions of such a framework. 

As previously discussed, issues of power, especially in terms of the right to violence, 

are noticeably absent from tourists’ reflections on the tour. Despite hearing impassioned 

accounts of Palestinians’ lives under occupation, participants still draw a clear distinction 

between Israelis’ legitimate use of violence and the illegitimacy of Palestinian violence. This 

dichotomy appears to be partly facilitated by the organization’s reliance on speakers who 
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reject Palestinian violence, coupled by a containment of the gravity of Israel’s military 

violence. In addition, this distinction between Israeli and Palestinian violence is fostered by a 

continued adherence to the legitimacy of Israeli institutions, which are perceived by tourists 

as calculated and logical forms of engagement with the conflict, while Palestinian violence is 

conceptualized as erratic, extremist, and opportunistic. 

Furthermore, this emphasis on complexity is exemplified in participants’ tendencies 

to celebrate “complexity” as a goal in itself. As Eliyahu commented: 

At the end of the discussion, if the people are more confused and they realize the 
situation is more complex than when they walked in, it’s a success. And I think that is 
what the Encounter trip really achieved for me, it challenged kind of assumptions that 
I had and it kind of reinforced my instinct that the solutions were going to be much 
more difficult than I had ever imagined. 

  
While Eliyahu, a more right-leaning participant than most Encounter tourists, claims that 

Encounter directly challenged his viewpoints, he still lands at the conclusion of complexity 

rather than clarity. Therefore, while all three tours tended to challenge participants who did 

not consider themselves “left-wing” or considered themselves uninformed about the conflict, 

no matter where participants started politically, they typically ended up with takeaways that 

emphasized the complexity of the situation rather than a clear articulation of their political 

views. While this emphasis on greater complexity can represent the reduction of prejudice for 

people with little exposure to Palestinians or with more right-leaning views, it also 

demonstrates the ways these tours affirm rather than challenge dominant Jewish/Israeli 

approaches to the conflict. 

Encounter, more so than BTS and W2W, tended to facilitate a sense of positivity and 

efficacy among its participants. For example, the only BTS and W2W participants who 

explained that the tour reinforced their thinking were those who already considered 
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themselves far-left activists. On Encounter, however, even those with more centrist, and even 

right-wing political orientations, would often say the tour reinforced their beliefs. Therefore, 

while BTS and W2W only reinforced the beliefs of a very specific sector of the political 

spectrum, Encounter seemed to resonate with people from a wider range of political views. In 

many ways this signals Encounter’s success in making its messages of tolerance and 

compassion relevant to a wide range of audiences. Analyzed, however, as a reflection of the 

ideological limits of mainstream Jewish-American approaches to Palestinians, these reactions 

demonstrate how state-level violence, which makes up the bulk of the violence endured by 

victims of the Israeli-Palestinians conflict, can go unchecked in organized efforts to promote 

peace and justice. In this way, alternative tours may implicitly condone differential rights to 

violence, allowing for the maintenance of an underlying arrangement of Palestinian 

subjugation. 

This self-assured faith in one’s current beliefs and political activities can both hinder 

and facilitate productive engagement with the occupation. As Lila commented at the 

beginning of this chapter, the absence of blame on her Encounter trip enabled her to advocate 

on behalf of Palestinians following her tour. Compared to W2W and BTS tourists, Encounter 

participants expressed greater hopefulness and plans for engagement. Yet even with this 

strengthened sense of purpose, Encounter appeared to complicate several participants’ ideas 

about a “solution” to the conflict. As Eliyahu stated, “the solutions were going to be much 

more difficult than I had ever imagined.”  

For the most part, this type of thinking related to a weakened confidence in the two-

state solution. As Chaim, an Orthodox Jew, explained: 

I heard from people on Encounter ... a lot of Palestinians that are not psyched about a 
two-state solution, which for me has always been ... how to resolve this stupid thing. 
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But that’s not actually people’s experience on the ground, right? … People have 
really colorful stories of their relationship with the land and the conflict, and most of 
those do not fit well into the Two State Solution box … I still am like very attuned to 
like Two State Solution, like, gotta do it, there is not really another good solution out 
there right now. But … that isn’t the story people are telling. That isn’t what people 
want to talk about. 

  
Even though Chaim is trying to maintain his support for the two-state solution, his exposure 

to Palestinians’ critical perspectives of it, complicates this allegiance. As he continued, “it 

complicated my notion of whether it’s possible. And like on what timeline. And who will be 

impacted.” 

Similarly, Miriam, a young Rabbi who was deeply impacted by her Encounter trip, 

also focused on the topic of complexity and how that affected her relationship to a “solution” 

to the conflict. 

It’s sort of looking at these trips as a whole and just how complicated and messy and 
difficult it’s going to be to ... just come to a just solution to the problem of making 
sure the Palestinians have the rights that they deserve … All these pieces of the 
puzzle add up together to forming a deep unwillingness to use my pulpit to talk 
specific policy points ... because the thing that I realized being in the West Bank and 
seeing what was going on in the West Bank, I came to two conclusions: one - it’s all 
incredibly hideously unfair, unjust, and two - … I have no idea how to solve the 
problem except that I know that an increase in empathy and a decrease in fear is 
going to have to be the beginning of the way forward. But I no longer feel 
comfortable using my pulpit to advocate specific policy points...I thought that the 
solutions to the problems were simpler than they are, but actually go to the West 
Bank… you realize how close it is to Israel and how much Palestinian livelihood is 
intertwined with the known dependence on the Israeli economy and how close 
everything is … I feel like my ideal outcome is the same, but I’m less in that I 
supported a two-state solution. But the more that I was there, the more I wondered, is 
that in fact politically possible? is that geographically possible? … I feel much less 
that I have the answers to solve the problem. 

  
As both Chaim and Miriam’s account demonstrate, one of the most tangible ways that 

Encounter affects participants’ political views is that it complicates their faith in a two-state 

solution, the hallmark ideological position of liberal Zionism. Through recognizing, as 

Miriam describes, the interconnectedness of the two societies as well as Palestinians’ 
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economic dependence on Israel, the models of peace often promoted by the Jewish/Israeli 

center-left appear flawed and insufficient. This signals a number of changes in the ways that 

participants relate to the conflict. Given the deep-seated fear of Palestinians that many 

participants orient their support for a two-state solution around, a recognition of Palestinians’ 

humanity, through experiences of Palestinian hospitality and sharing common ground, causes 

some participants to rethink the need for separate societies. As such, their belief in the 

necessity of a two-state solution, which was predicated on the need for separation as a form 

of security, becomes undermined by powerful moments of coexistence and intercultural 

exchange that complicate the apparent need for militarized segregation. 

         At the same time, given the centrality of the two-state solution in liberal Zionist and 

other mainstream, progressive Jewish ideologies, participants find themselves at a loss for 

clear political agendas to organize around. Honest engagement with the content of 

Encounter’s tour appeared to shake participants’ belief in both the necessity and the 

practicality of the current model of negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians. Yet, 

because alternatives to this model venture into the realm of deeper Palestinian solidarity that 

disrupts Jewish Americans’ inclusion in mainstream institutions, tour participants often enter 

states of confusion, and even muted forms of engagement. As Jen, a participant on a similar 

program called Extend, stated: 

The experience confirmed my outrage with the quality of life and treatment of the 
Palestinian people; however, it also opened my eyes to the deep complexities of the 
conflict and the fact that a two-state solution is somewhat of a pipe dream. Now that I 
know more, I have an even harder time envisioning a path to peace and an 
autonomous Palestinian state free of Israeli settlements. 

  
Jen explains that she no longer can envision a path to peace, and Miriam directly states that 

she no longer feels comfortable using her pulpit as a platform to advocate for particular 
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political solutions after her experiences on Encounter. Through their tours, participants like 

Miriam and Jen became aware of the complexities of the conflict, especially in terms of 

Palestinians’ disillusionment with the peace process and the ways that the Israeli government 

sustains Israeli settlement of the West Bank. However, because Encounter participants, in 

particular, are typically involved in mainstream Jewish institutions, they experience barriers 

to forming a clear direction for their political advocacy. 

  

Institutional Pressure: “I say the most vanilla things that I can supporting Israel” 

While the realization of the Israeli government’s complicity in derailing the two-state 

solution through continued settlement expansion would logically lend itself to greater 

opposition to the Israeli state, such sentiments are not generally tolerated in most mainstream 

Jewish spaces. As discussed in chapter four, generalized opposition to Israel puts one outside 

the bounds of acceptable politics in most institutional Jewish-American spaces. In contrast, 

rejection of extremist sectors of Israeli society as well as an insistence on dialogue that 

emphasizes a recognition of both sides, are seen as legitimate forms of critical engagement 

with the region. As such, even though Miriam feels she can no longer advocate for certain 

political positions through her pulpit, she described other forms of engagement that raise 

awareness about Palestinian perspectives without placing herself outside the bounds of 

political acceptability. As she explained: 

I can’t possibly advocate for political solutions, but I can advocate for moral clarity, I 
can advocate for values, I can advocate for good solid information about a 
multiplicity of narratives ... I want to approach the situation from a place of empathy 
... standing on humanization rather than a place of fear and defensiveness … my goal 
is to talk to them about… what is made up of a Jewish state, what have we gained by 
having one, what have we had to give up ... I was in on a meeting of one of the Israel 
advocacy groups … to talk about doing advocacy around groups and victims of 
terrorism, and I said, “ok well if you’re presenting this, you stand against terrorists, 
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you stand against violence. Are you willing to talk about the people who’d been 
killed by the IDF recently?”... I wasn’t...going... to moralize, like, oh God, look how 
terrible the IDF is, or whatever. Just, I want you to be aware that this is also 
happening. Draw whatever conclusions you wish, but this is a thing that exists and 
it’s real. 

  
In her role as a Jewish educator, Miriam adopts a similar position to Encounter’s in her 

advocacy work. She is committed to bringing Palestinian perspectives into mainstream 

Jewish spaces, and she challenges her students and colleagues to consider the ethical 

ramifications of their political orientations. As she explains, however, she is careful not to 

appear too political. Rather than make authoritative statements, she aims to raise questions 

and present information in a way that implicitly sparks critical reflection in her community. 

As she continued: 

I’m very careful about choosing my battles which is why that situation did not 
become a situation where I got up on my soapbox, it was just, here’s a video ... form 
your own conclusions ... Our Executive Director is really supportive and encouraging 
of let’s move beyond blind activism ... because right now there’s so much money 
pouring in and interest around Israel advocacy, so many different groups that want to 
sponsor us to do advocacy programming … I’m fortunate that my Executive Director 
is a Rabbi and he and the whole staff are sort of willing to pull behind an effort to 
give some solid background information … when we actually go to plan those 
curricula I will be pushing for things to be included that might not be first on his 
radar. 

  
As Miriam describes, she “chooses her battles,” hinting that too much activism would be met 

with consequences. Still, Miriam finds creative ways to insert critical perspectives into her 

work as a Jewish educator. By presenting Palestinian perspectives and critical reflections on 

Zionism as background information that she encourages people to take or leave, Miriam is 

able to depoliticize the inclusion of such perspectives in her work. In this way, she maintains 

her commitment to working on behalf of equality and human rights in Israel/Palestine by 

bringing issues “to the table” that would not normally be discussed. 
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         Matt also made an effort to introduce Palestinians perspectives into the Jewish 

summer camp he ran, by organizing an Encounter trip. In this way, Matt attempted to expose 

Jewish institutional leaders to Palestinian perspectives in a way that would not create too 

much friction and pushback. As discussed earlier, Encounter led Matt to feel a strong sense 

of urgency about the conflict that caused him to take action. Yet in his actions, Matt is 

cognizant of institutional barriers. He describes how the intersections of donors’ demands 

and his ability to “hold onto his job” filter the type of activism he is willing to participate in: 

I felt more of an ethical imperative to speak about my experience and to speak about 
my feelings and to create different spaces for dialogue ... the tour had some 
strengthening impact, but not a major one ... so it’s complicated, and I have a very 
public role of, like, not like a pro-Israel, necessarily AIPAC organization, but like my 
camp is a Zionist camp, we definitely have supporters of the camp financially and 
otherwise, who are to the right of me, so that creates its own challenges in trying to 
figure out how to be intellectually honest with myself, and intellectually honest with 
them, and how to hold on to my job. 

  
Miriam and Matt are examples of the ripple effect that Encounter and other tour programs 

create in that they inspire Jewish Americans to take actions within institutional spaces to 

promote critical thinking, empathy, and humanization of Palestinians. Still, participants like 

Miriam enjoyed a somewhat unique situation in terms of her relationship with her supervisor. 

While Miriam’s staff generally supported her untraditional pedagogy, a situation she 

recognized to be special, other Jewish leaders dealt with more overt repression and policing 

of their political engagement. One participant described being actively silenced by his 

employer. He even hesitantly told me that the repression had even led him to consider 

resignation. As he explained: 

Truthfully, there is no reason I am more likely to quit my job than because of Israel. 
...What I am asked to do on a regular basis around Israel, it’s hard, and also the ways 
in which I can’t really say anything … I’ve gotten into trouble, I’ve said things I 
shouldn’t … my job prevents me from doing any type of activism, which is a shame 
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because there are lots of things that I would like to sign onto and lots of things that I 
would love to go to. 
 

While this type of censorship was extreme, highly-involved tour participants typically agreed 

that there were professional repercussions for supporting Palestinians in traditional Jewish 

spaces. For example, Amy recounted the story of a friend of hers who lost his job over his 

activism on behalf of Palestinians. As she reflected: 

He was a Rabbi … with JVP, speaking out, doing a lot of pro [Palestinian] activism. 
Then he lost his job. I think that’s real. For a lot of people ... it’s hard to do this and 
keep your job ...What’s the other alternative? If you lose your job, then what impact 
can you make? It’s that whole question of how do you balance those two goals? It’s 
hard, and it’s definitely a sentiment that I’m hearing from almost everyone I talk to 
that has strong opinions on this and finds himself in some kind of leadership position. 
I had one person tell me they want to quit every day because of how restricted they 
are and what they can say, what they can’t say about it. It’s real. 

  
Amy’s comments emphasize the widespread repression that many Jewish Americans endure 

in their work on behalf of Palestinians. As such, even when participants on Encounter drifted 

into more radical politics, such as those of JVP, they were met with such forceful repression, 

that they were either discouraged from remaining active or they lost their jobs. As Amy 

explains, this raises a complicated dilemma for Jewish leaders who want to advocate on 

behalf of Palestinians’ human rights. Encounter alumni feel that they must either make 

concessions in terms of voicing opinions that could elicit condemnation from their 

supervisors, donors, or clients, or they must risk their inclusion in mainstream Jewish spaces. 

This presents an unclear calculation for Jewish advocates of Palestinians’ rights to make. On 

the one hand, muting one’s political opinions and refraining from involvement in activist 

movements hinders social change in obvious ways. On the other hand, Jewish leaders 

justifiably question their ability to make changes and adequately reach relevant audiences if 
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they are excluded from mainstream Jewish spaces, both in terms of the size of their potential 

audience and in terms of those whom they feel need to be exposed to critical perspectives. 

         This type of repression and silencing occurs in Jewish communal spaces in both 

direct and indirect ways. While Amy primarily focused on the “harsher” pressures her friends 

endured, she also described a particularly revealing instance from her own life that illustrates 

how indirect forms of pressure can lead to self-censorship. She told me: 

There’s that new Israel curriculum, “Reframing Israel”… it’s all about bringing 
Palestinian narratives into Israel education. ... I found the curriculum ... and I printed 
them out, and I put them in a folder ... and they’re still sitting there. ... Every year I sit 
there and I’m like what am I going to do that I feel I can do with integrity? Every year 
it’s difficult ... I think it’s hard to find something that I can feel comfortable leading 
… that is going to not raise any red flags but is also going to feel like something I can 
do honestly. 

  
Despite a clear identification with the content of the “Reframing Israel” curriculum, Amy is 

immobilized by her fear of raising red flags. As such, the printed materials sit idly each 

semester in her desk drawer. 

Encounter participants also discussed the ways that donors and parents forced them to 

constrain their advocacy. Amy went on to describe what she believed would happen if they 

tried to expose their students to Palestinian perspectives on their school’s annual trip to 

Israel. She continued: 

You can’t hand that to a parent of a 14-year-old and say, “Hey we think it would be 
really great if your child went to a refugee camp, and understood these are refugees.” 
You can’t do that, they would freak out. So we’re still running these 1975 Israel trips 
… that are - let’s climb Masada and feel really excited about it ... let’s pretend this is 
a totally different reality.  

  
Josh, who worked at a similar Jewish Day School with annual trips to Israel complained: 
  

I know, for myself, I’ve kept my head down on the Israel thing ... I mean, today the 
seniors just got back from their five weeks of brainwashing, and I’m gonna try to 
avoid talking to them about it ... I’ve heard stories, not in my school, but at other local 
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institutions where people wanted to push just a little bit and got funding threats … It’s 
not a hundred percent that I censor myself, but it’s 98 and a half. 

  
Josh and Amy both held major leadership roles in Encounter and were passionate about the 

need to promote Jewish-American engagement with Palestinian perspectives. Still, even 

among Encounter’s most impassioned members, participants engage in forms of self-

censorship, i.e. “98.5 percent.” This in turn stunts the potential impacts of Encounter’s work. 

If even those who are most impacted by Encounter do not act on behalf of their beliefs, how 

can the ripple effects described above make enough waves to shift the Jewish-American 

political consciousness? Tal, a leader of an organization that works to promote Jewish 

support for Palestinian rights, discussed similar level of self-censorship:  

I think I’ve just learned to keep quiet about Israel unless the conversation of Israel is 
the explicit purpose of whatever I’m doing. I’m now serving on a very part-time basis 
as more or less the rabbi of our synagogue. I just don’t touch Israel, or I say the most 
vanilla things that I can supporting Israel … because it’s interim and part-time, and I 
want to stay in this community and be a congregant after the interim comes to an end, 
it’s not worth it to me to ruffle feathers. 

  
Josh, Tal, and Amy represent the pinnacle of Encounter’s transformative potential in terms of 

attitudinal change and engagement. As former and current leaders of Jewish organizations 

that advocate for Palestinians’ human rights, all three followed career paths and personal 

forms of activism that promote greater compassion and empathy for Palestinians in Jewish-

American communities. Still, they each describe the ways that they are constrained by 

institutional forces, and how they are pressured to conform to dominant, “pro-Israel” 

approaches to the conflict in their professional spheres. Whether it is the risk of losing their 

jobs or the pushback from parents and donors, Jewish communal spaces are still bound by 

mindsets that reject any form of political solidarity with the Palestinian people.  
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         From one angle, Encounter is doing exactly what it needs to do in order to change this 

dynamic. By targeting Jewish institutional leaders, who act as gatekeepers that silence people 

like Josh and Tal, Encounter can mitigate the rejectionist attitudes that many older, more 

powerful Jewish-American leaders hold. As the findings from the previous two chapters 

show, tours to Palestinian communities in the West Bank tend to lessen Islamophobia and 

absolutist conceptions of Jewish morality and victimhood, and they facilitate a recognition of 

the importance of dialogue and coexistence. Encounter’s ability to transmit these 

commitments to Jewish leaders from a wide range of political and religious backgrounds can 

therefore play a constructive role in efforts for social change. 

At the same time, this ability to humanize Palestinians and reduce bigotry is thought 

to depend on an organizational adherence to current power relations. Encounter targets 

Jewish institutional leaders because of the power they hold in their communities. In order to 

recruit such leaders, Encounter employs language that reflects mainstream Jewish 

frameworks of the conflict and avoids politically-charged rhetoric. These diverse participants 

are then exposed to Palestinian perspectives through a format that enables listening and 

respect. Through Encounter’s pedagogical approach, depoliticized Palestinian stories that 

emphasize nonviolence and an acknowledgment of Jewish narratives are presented in an 

individualized format, which can both facilitate participants’ perceptions of credibility and 

diminish contextual elements of Israeli violence. As a result, participants, from a wide range 

of political backgrounds, feel both challenged and validated in their beliefs. In both cases, 

these reactions are rooted in an increased sense of urgency and complexity that is often tied 

to a hesitancy to articulate clear political solutions. Participants then find themselves at a loss 
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for political strategies due to both this confusion and the institutional pressures that prevent 

them from adopting clearer, albeit more radical, political positions. 

In this way, the privileging of institutional powers, in terms of Encounter’s 

recruitment and pedagogical approach, may also hinder more radical social change. By 

upholding the legitimacy of institutional leaders who hold prejudiced views of Palestinians 

and who refuse to acknowledge Palestinians’ rights, tour programs can bolster the hierarchal 

frameworks that continue to impede political transformation in the Jewish-American 

community. As long as mainstream leaders and their viewpoints are legitimized, even the 

most impacted tour participants are likely to feel compelled to take steps for social change 

that at least partly adhere to current institutional hierarchies of power. As a result, continuing 

to operate within, and even privileging, a system of relations that denies Palestinians their 

humanity, potentially validates such a system.   

Towards the end of our interview, Amy reflected on a comment that an Israeli activist 

once made to a group of progressive Jewish leaders. As she recalled: 

I carry a lot of guilt that I’m not doing more in my own life … I remember we had a 
group of friends and we met with this Israeli activist, and he said to us, “Now is the 
time to lose your job over this. Speak out and lose your job over this.” I think that was 
a really powerful thing for us all to hear. We were all sitting there, and we were like 
26-years-old, being like, “We don’t even have jobs yet to lose.” I don’t feel like 
people are in the position to make dramatic statements and gamble their jobs yet. 

  
In this chapter, I have demonstrated the ways that Encounter reaches key Jewish 

figures and imbues them with a deeper acknowledgment of Palestinians’ humanity. Such 

shifts are likely to facilitate commitments to dialogue, coexistence, and intercultural 

exchange while also moving Jewish communal spaces away from Islamophobic rhetoric that 

stereotypes Palestinians. The long-term effects of such processes are difficult to measure and 

will likely only fully reveal themselves decades later. Yet in the immediate sense, these 



 237 

strategies interact with a current arrangement of power that subjugates Palestinians and 

silences Jewish activists. As such, young people who may be more open to new and creative 

ways of engaging with the conflict are limited by the bounds of acceptability that alternative 

tour programs sometimes operate within. As seen above, even participants like Amy are not 

ready to make dramatic statements and gamble their jobs, since their inclusion within 

mainstream Jewish spaces would be compromised. 

The issue of alternative tourism’s efficacy then becomes a question of whether Israeli 

violence against Palestinians is considered severe enough to require immediate, radical shifts 

in power. Can Palestinians wait for gradual change from within, or does their liberation 

require overthrowing those who continue to deny their humanity? In the conclusion of this 

dissertation, I explore this question in light of sociological theories of social change. The case 

of Encounter provides a concrete lens to examine the advantages and disadvantages of 

working within a system to shift the minds of those in power. Through analyzing the 

outcomes of the various tours profiled in this dissertation, I aim to address the broad 

question: what is more likely to bring about radical change - building power from the bottom 

up to resist existing institutions or trying to change those institutions from within? More 

specifically, my conclusion attempts to answer the question of whether Jewish tourism to the 

Occupied Palestinian Territories can accomplish both objectives at once. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 238 

Conclusion 

With Birthright functioning as a rite of passage for many Jewish young adults, 

tourism is on the front lines of activists’ quests to challenge support for the Israeli state 

(Kelner 2010; Saxe 2012 et al.; Shain 2014 et al.). The tourists surveyed and interviewed for 

this dissertation are not typical travelers. Despite being socialized to distrust Palestinians and 

despite facing repercussions in their careers and families for traveling to the West Bank, 

these travelers made the brave, often controversial decision to hear stories that have been 

hidden from them throughout their lives. While most tourists seek out information and 

experiences that offer comfort and pleasure, the tourists in this dissertation purposefully 

exposed themselves to moments of tension, fear, and even despair (Boorstein 1964; Crick 

1995; Augustin 2007). Their decisions appear rooted in the changing nature of Jewish 

Americans’ relationships to Israel. Young American Jews are questioning their parents’ and 

grandparents’ seemingly unequivocal support for the state of Israel (Alexander and Bogdanor 

2006; Cohen and Kelman 2010; Sasson 2010; Waxman 2017). They are noticing 

inconsistencies in the narratives they hear at Temple, in Jewish Day School, and at summer 

camp – and they are taking action.  

The tourists in this dissertation are also unique in that they are not the typical traveler 

to the Occupied Palestinian Territories. While most alternative tours to the West Bank 

recruit solidarity activists and those who are already sympathetic to the Palestinian cause, 

the Jewish Americans in this study were predominately raised to be skeptical of Palestinian 

claims and to remain loyal to the state of Israel (Belhassen and Ebel 2009; Brin 2006; 

Clarke 2000; Richter 1983). As demonstrated in chapter four, regardless of participants’ 
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relative knowledge of the conflict or their opposition to Israel’s occupation, participants 

typically entered the tour with a belief in the necessity of Israeli state-sanctioned violence as 

a form of social control. This belief was rooted in participants’ fears of Palestinians, whom 

they often characterized as dangerous, unruly, and primitive (Said 1978). 

This fear of Palestinians is cultivated by mainstream Jewish institutions, and is 

reinforced by participants’ peers and families. For example, several participants noted how 

their parents and friends discouraged them from attending an alternative tour due to concerns 

for their safety. In addition, even left-leaning Israel-experience programs, like Dorot, 

stigmatize travel to the West Bank as dangerous and unproductive. This fear was so 

pronounced among American-Jewish tourists that many participants cancelled their trips at 

the last minute. In addition, participants often inquired about the possibility of being 

accompanied by an armed Israeli guard on the tour. Participants’ fears of being kidnapped by 

Palestinians, alongside their understanding that the accompaniment of an Israeli soldier 

would increase their safety in the West Bank, demonstrates how Jewish Americans operate 

through a social structure that legitimizes the use of Israeli state-sanctioned violence as a 

method to control Palestinian resistance. 

These conceptions of Israeli violence as normal, ethical, and involuntary alongside 

racialized tropes and orientalist conceptions of Palestinians as dangerous are rooted in 

participants’ upbringings as well as their experiences on Birthright. Together these processes 

appear to effectively socialize Jewish-American tourists into supporting the Israeli state and 

military. For example, Birthright orchestrates interpersonal relationships between Jewish 

Americans and Israeli soldiers that cloak the occupation in an emotionally-laden experience 

of fun, pride, and defensiveness (Kelner 2010). In this way, the normality of Israeli violence, 
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as a method to control the purported deviousness of Palestinians, is effectively 

communicated to participants. By emphasizing themes such as the shared identity of 

Americans Jews and Israeli soldiers as “one people,” American-Jewish tourists often process 

their experiences in the West Bank through embodying the hypothetical experience of an 

armed Israeli soldier, including the hostile relations that such a positionality would entail. 

This not only reinforces tourists’ ideas of Palestinian violence being rooted in ahistorical 

anti-Semitism rather than resistance and self-defense, but it also prevents tourists from 

understanding how they are likely seen as neutral, foreign visitors by the Palestinians they 

meet. Altogether, this orientation inhibits opportunities for Jewish Americans to have deep, 

normalizing experiences in Palestinian communities. 

In many ways, when participants attend alternative tours, they are already resisting 

dominant representations of the conflict. Amidst Israeli attempts to wield claims of 

complexity as a tool to silence its critics, the Jewish Americans in this dissertation were often 

seeking personal experiences in the OPT that they could then use as evidence to equip 

themselves as advocates for Palestinians’ rights (Aouragh 2016). Even when tourists were 

not motivated to attend the tour for this goal, most participants left with an intention to share 

the stories they heard on their trips in order to promote greater commitments to intercultural 

understanding, justice, and peace. Still, despite both these intentions and outcomes, it is clear 

that such motivations can operate simultaneously with a continued belief in the necessity of 

Israeli dominance. Though participants would often articulate rhetorical commitments to 

Palestinians’ rights as well as memories of deeply humanizing experiences on their tour, their 

fear of Palestinian violence and subsequent belief in the necessity of Israeli violence to 

contain such threats prevailed. Both prior to and following the tour, participants expressed 
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concerns for their safety in the West Bank, justified Israeli measures such as the bombings in 

Gaza and the separation wall, and continued to express admiration for Israeli soldiers.  

Nonetheless, tours to the West Bank are transformative for their Jewish-American 

participants. In East Jerusalem, participants’ sense of familiarity with the region is 

challenged, and they begin to see the conflict through a lens of inequality and human rights 

rather than intractable ethno-religious hatred. At the Goldstein grave and sites of settler 

violence, participants move away from conceptions of Jewish moral purity and absolute 

victimhood, and they begin to acknowledge Palestinian suffering at the hands of Israeli Jews. 

When participants cross checkpoints, they are confronted with their own social privilege as 

well as the immense power that Israeli soldiers hold over Palestinians. This then leads 

tourists to express empathy towards Palestinian civilians who are forced to endure such 

forms of humiliation and control. Finally, at the home-visit, participants relate to Palestinians 

on a human level, which evokes strong sentiments of shared humanity, often prompting 

participants to reject anti-Arab and Islamophobic stereotypes. 

These transformations are significant. They speak to the power of tourism as a form 

of activism and experiential education to transform individuals’ mindsets and to expand the 

scope of their empathy. As many participants commented during our interviews, they 

believed that it was the corporeal experience of meeting people and witnessing sites in person 

that enabled such transformations. Nonetheless, there are limits to tourism’s ability to 

promote social change. While tourism appears effective in reducing prejudice and 

challenging absolutist frameworks of political situations, it appears less effective in 

dismantling racialized frameworks related to power and state violence. In particular, 

participants’ ideas of Palestinians as dangerous, primitive, and opportunistically violent still 
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operate as central organizing concepts after participants’ experiences on the tour. These 

orientalist frameworks appear to sustain participants’ differential treatments of violence, 

whereby Israelis perform their normality to tourists through participating in violence, and 

Palestinians perform their normality to tourists through rejecting violence. 

As a result, participants visit sites of injustice and they experience powerful 

humanizing experiences with Palestinians, but they often continue to condone the state 

violence at the root of these injustices. Several participants, for example, witnessed the 

checkpoints and separation wall, and while they felt sympathy for the Palestinians whose 

lives were disrupted by them, they still argued for the necessity of such military measures or 

at least did not see such issues as the root causes of the conflict. Furthermore, participants 

were often quick to qualify their sympathy for Palestinians at the checkpoints with equal or 

even greater sympathy for the soldiers operating the checkpoints. In this way, participants 

understand Israeli soldiers and Palestinian civilians to both lack agency in these situations of 

injustice. 

This then begs the question of who tourists understand as having agency, or in other 

words, who is to blame? On tours like BTS, many participants direct their anger and blame 

towards radical segments of Israeli society. They conceive of Israeli settlers as having “taken 

the country hostage,” so that the majority of Israelis and Israeli institutions are unjustly 

beholden to the interests of a few extremists. This framework is able to remain intact on tours 

such as BTS, where there is a substantial focus on settler violence, as well as a continued 

process of humanizing Israeli soldiers, through which Israeli soldiers are able to demonstrate 

their complex individualism and morality. As a result, many of the participants who find 

themselves outraged by the injustices they witness on tours to the West Bank, channel this 
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outrage towards a population that is seen as an aberration from Israeli institutions rather than 

a product of them. Despite Palestinian perspectives that overwhelmingly emphasize the 

longevity of Israeli oppression, the incompatibility of Zionism with equality, and the 

complicity of the Israeli government in continued land confiscation and destruction of 

Palestinian life, many tourists continue to engage with Israel/Palestine in a way that rejects 

such fundamental Palestinian claims. 

Therefore, even though alternative tours successfully foster empathy, reduce 

prejudice, and complicate absolutist thinking, they can also contribute to the maintenance of 

this disjuncture. BTS, for example, may normalize Israeli participation in state violence 

through its focus on settlers as major stakeholders in the conflict. In addition, BTS 

contributes to American Jews’ differential perception of Israeli and Palestinian militants. By 

having Israeli soldiers guide anti-occupation tours, the image of Israeli soldiers as complex, 

moral individuals who are forced into the violence is cemented. All the while, an absence of 

militant Palestinian voices allows Palestinian violence to be conceived of as inherently 

immoral and agentic. This framework is further bolstered on tours like Encounter where 

participants are overwhelmingly, if not exclusively, exposed to Palestinian speakers who 

unequivocally reject violence. By predicating Palestinians’ legitimacy on this ideological 

stance, Palestinians’ humanity becomes conditional. 

My point here is not to criticize BTS for having Israeli soldiers lead their tours or to 

critique Encounter’s focus on nonviolence. Both of these organizations’ decisions are rooted 

in creative approaches to expanding tourists’ mindsets, and they represent a brave dedication 

to ending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As previously discussed, having Israeli soldiers 

explain the injustices of the occupation gives these claims a level of validity that would likely 
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be unachievable if they were voiced by a Palestinian. In this way, BTS guides are using their 

unique positionalities to courageously shed light on human rights violations. Similarly, 

Encounter’s emphasis on nonviolence plays a crucial role in humanizing Palestinians and 

challenging the deep, anti-Arab sentiments that pervade mainstream American and Israeli 

approaches to the conflict. These tactical decisions are smart and thoughtful, and they 

represent a careful, genuine commitment to promoting empathy and compassion. The 

innovativeness and transformative potential of these tours cannot be understated. 

What I am arguing though is that the necessity of these pedagogical strategies reveals 

the current shortcomings of mainstream Jewish-American solidarity with Palestinians. The 

fact that these organizations must engage in these strategic representations in the first place, 

demonstrates the predominance of ideologies that treat Israeli violence as legitimate and 

moral, and Palestinian violence as inherently illegitimate and malevolent. This predominance 

is supported by my finding that Jewish-American tourists tend to understand themselves as 

Palestinians’ allies, even when they implicitly sanction various aspects of Israeli state 

violence. My overall conclusion is therefore not a condemnation of organizations such as 

W2W, BTS, and Encounter, who are working in creative ways to chip away at a grossly 

unjust status quo. Instead, my analysis intends to draw attention to overlooked ideological 

premises that silently maintain Jewish-American complicity in the occupation. In other 

words, it is the inability of most Jewish-American tourists to reflect critically on differential 

rights to violence that sustains their implicit acceptance of Israel’s domination over 

Palestinians.  
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 I want to reiterate that my critiques should not be interpreted as a dismissal of these 

organizations’ successes in building more informed and compassionate American-Jewish 

relationships with Palestinians. Yet at the same time, it is important to draw attention to the 

ways that limited exposure to the full spectrum of Israeli crimes and Palestinian resistance to 

them, allows tourists to shift their thinking in ways that, despite being productive and 

meaningful, may not disrupt the underlying arrangement of Israel’s power and domination 

over Palestinians. My data suggests that some level of selective presentation and engagement 

with Palestinian perspectives is necessary for these tour organizations to operate, and that 

without their thoughtful approaches, most American Jews would likely not travel to 

Palestinian communities at all. As such, my conclusion is not intended to be an argument 

against the work of the tour organizations profiled in this study. As a former tour organizer, 

myself, I stand behind the value of these educational initiatives and the frequent necessity of 

such tactics. Instead, my argument uses these tours as a lens to think critically and generally 

about methods of social change that seek to change institutions from within.  

 The fact that American Jews “shut down” when Palestinians use words like 

“occupation,” and “apartheid,” or that American Jews require Palestinian speakers to express 

an acceptance of Zionism in order to listen to them, demonstrates how a normalization of 

Israeli state violence against Palestinians is deeply embedded into the dominant Jewish-

American political consciousness. If one operates from the position of trying to change this 

ideological framework through tourism, there are many reasons to accept minor gains in 

terms of subtle shifts in thinking and increased empathy. Yet, at the same time, can one truly 

expect a shift in power dynamics if such programs tailor their messages to fit within those 

very paradigms that Palestinians are struggling to change? If Palestinians’ stories are told in 
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ways that implicitly normalize Israeli state violence and stigmatize Palestinian violence, are 

these tour programs overlooking the most fundamental aspect of injustice in the region? 

The lack of political transformation that I observed among participants in regards to 

Zionism and opposition to the Israeli military suggests that these tours operate within a 

framework that allows some participants to conceptualize agency and blame in a way that 

excuses Israeli state violence and continues to condemn Palestinian violence. This in turn 

allows for participants to grow their sympathy for Palestinians and even their commitments 

to peace and justice through methods that legitimate the ongoing dominance of Israel’s 

military power at the expense of Palestinians’ freedom. I argue that this differential treatment 

of violence is at the core of many liberal Jewish Americans’ inability to stand in full 

solidarity with Palestinians. Whether one is a pacifist or believes in the necessity of 

militarization, on a sociological level, violence cannot be divorced from power. As long as 

one party is sanctioned to use violence as a method of normalized social control, and another 

party is denied their humanity for considering the use of violence, power imbalances will 

prevail. Alternative tours challenge absolutist ideas of Palestinians as evil and Jews as 

morally pure, and they motivate participants to advocate on behalf of peace and justice. 

However, these outcomes tend to operate within sustained frameworks of power and violence 

that enable Israel’s domination which, for most Palestinian activists, is the most pressing and 

central element of their oppression.  

Contextualizing this conclusion within the broader scope of mechanisms for social 

change raises questions about the efficacy of intra-institutional activism. If telling Palestinian 

stories in a way that is palatable to Jewish-American audiences shifts empathy and 

motivation, but allows an allegiance to state violence and ethno-nationalism to remain in 
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place, is it worth it? On the one hand, yes, as demonstrated by numerous scholars of peace 

and conflict resolution, increased levels of empathy and a reduction in prejudice are essential 

for meaningful forms of conflict transformation (Aouragh, 2016; Abu-Nimer, 2001; Gawerc, 

2006; Hubbard, 2001; Maoz, 2000; Ross, 2017; Rothstein, 1999). Furthermore, attitudinal 

changes such as reduced Islamophobia, greater openness to political criticism, and opposition 

to right-wing extremism all hold long-term prospects for a more peaceful and just world. On 

the other hand, if Jewish Americans feel as if they are standing in solidarity with Palestinians 

only because they have absorbed Palestinian narratives that were distilled of sentiments like 

rage as well as standpoints such as a total opposition to Zionism, could such strategies be 

stifling the realization of full Jewish solidarity with the Palestinian people? In other words, if 

Jewish Americans are being protected from the severity of Palestinian suffering in order to 

feel good about their relationships with them, how might these relationships and the 

subsequent activism that they inspire be tied to misguided goals and rooted in inaccurate 

contexts?  

The data from this dissertation offer a number of scenarios that shed light on these 

questions. For example, many Jewish Americans walk away from these tours understanding 

settlers, as distinct from Israeli institutions in general, to be responsible for the occupation. 

This then causes them to hold concurrent political positions, such as refusing to support a full 

boycott of the state of Israel in favor of boycotts that only target Israeli settlements. This 

reluctance to support the BDS movement then puts such activists at odds with Palestinian 

solidarity campaigns as well as many local Palestinian activists. Similarly, tourists often 

understand Palestinian violence to be motivated by anti-Semitism and unjustified hatred, 

which leads them to support policies such as targeted killings or unlawful arrests, because in 
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theory, these measures do not obstruct the rights of “innocent” Palestinians (the Palestinians 

they met and empathized with on their trips). As long as punishment is distributed to guilty 

Palestinians (i.e. those who engage in violence), such forms of Israeli military repression are 

justified. This again illustrates a disjuncture between such forms of engagement with 

Israel/Palestine and the types of solidarity that Palestinian activists are requesting of their 

foreign supporters. Of course, it is reasonable to expect different groups with distinct 

positionalities to engage in diverse forms of activism. However, the problem lies in the fact 

that these tours provide an added layer of Palestinian validation for such partial solidarity, 

which may then stunt the spread of full Jewish-American solidarity with Palestine. 

 These conclusions have ramifications that extend beyond the case of Jewish 

Americans’ relationships to Israel/Palestine. In terms of tourism, these findings confront the 

limits of tourism as a method of social change. Tourism, and any initiative for attitude 

change that depends on revenue, must satisfy its clientele. As a result, tourism is bound by 

the constraints of its privileged consumers’ biases and interests, since the people who 

participate in international tours typically represent more powerful sectors of society. In its 

current form, “the tourist” is an iteration of racial, economic, and state-based inequalities 

(MacCannell 1976; Urry 2011). The majority of travelers to the OPT are not people who are 

also stateless, also Arab, or also lack opportunities to acquire disposable income that can be 

used for leisurely travel. In this way, tourists, especially Jewish-American tourists, enter the 

OPT as beneficiaries of current power arrangements that see state violence as normal and 

necessary. As such, while tourism may hold great potential to increase sympathies and 

motivate transnational activism, it is less likely to undermine the very power structures that 

enabled the traveler to become a tourist in the first place.  
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On a broad level, this conclusion speaks to the need to democratize travel and 

mobility. Current models of social justice tourism rely on Westerners undergoing a process 

of enlightenment that motivates privileged individuals to devote resources to the liberation of 

the oppressed people they meet with on their travels. Such a model for social change relies 

upon current global capitalist hierarchies that enable wealthy people in the West to expend 

their disposable incomes on such experiences, while forcing marginalized populations in the 

Global South to perform political injustice and suffering for economic gain. Furthermore, as 

the findings of this dissertation show, marginalized populations must perform these injustices 

in ways that generate income, which in turn, can distort and decontextualize their lived 

experiences. As such, tourists’ choices for activism are generally limited to forms of 

engagement that allow existing power imbalances to remain in place.  

In the face of this dynamic, it is exciting to imagine a world with equitable travel, 

where oppressed peoples of the Global South cross borders to meet each other instead. 

Rather than be forced to constantly appeal to the good will of those who monopolize our 

world’s resources and benefit from existing power relations, in a world where travel is a 

right, a free exchange of ideas could occur based on diverse, global populations’ shared 

struggle for liberation. Such a world, however, does not appear within close reach. In 

addition, global tourism currently creates a host of environmental problems that should 

complicate any social justice initiatives’ sole reliance on destructive practices such as air 

travel to effect change. As Urry (2011:224) argues, “the spread of mass tourism does not 

democratize travel. Tourism is an illusion which destroys the very places being visited.” He 

continues, “there is not enough oil to fuel worldwide systems of global travel and 

consumption that need, with ‘business as usual,’ to double by 2050” (2011:229).  In the face 
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of these realities, Urry turns to the promise of technology as a substitute for physical tourism 

to address such issues. By replacing corporeal travel with virtual travel, Urry argues that we 

may be able to avoid some of tourism’s disastrous environmental effects and its contributions 

to social inequality.  

Not only does technology, as a replacement for corporeal travel, remedy many of the 

environmental and social problems of tourism, but it could also address some of its political 

limitations. As this dissertation demonstrates, even immensely powerful, humanizing 

experiences tend to funnel tourists’ activism into ideological frameworks that uphold the 

foundations of state violence and inequality. This is because tourism depends on the financial 

commitments of privileged, powerful sectors of society. Alternatively, if the counter-

narratives of these tours were more widely disseminated through more accessible, alternative 

mediums, the stories that are told on these trips would be accountable to a more diverse 

audience rather than just those who can afford to fly across the world. Social change 

organizations should therefore prioritize organizational models that disseminate knowledge 

in ways that democratize engagement with such knowledge and prevent financial 

dependencies that make them beholden to those with disproportionate power.  

These conclusions echo the perspectives of radical thinkers who have argued that 

social change from the top-down is limited, and that changing institutions from within can 

only get us so far. In the words of Audre Lorde (1979): 

Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable 
women; those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference—those of us 
who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older—know that survival is 
not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes 
reviled, and how to make common cause with those others identified as outside the 
structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is 
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learning how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools 
will never dismantle the master’s house.85 
 

The task of social justice advocates then becomes the empowerment of oppressed 

populations with an eye towards building strong, extra-institutional coalitions. Tourism and 

educational initiatives, in their current form under capitalistic restrictions, cannot secure 

social justice alone. Movements for social change must recognize the limits of creating a 

more sympathetic ruling class. While there are certainly long-term benefits to changing the 

hearts and minds of those in power, true justice cannot be realized until the current material 

conditions of power and subjugation are dissolved. For those who wish to see an end to all 

forms of oppression, empowering those who already stand for justice must be prioritized over 

appealing to those in power who obstruct justice. 

 

Lessons from the Field 

Not ignoring the centrality of these limitations, there are nonetheless strategies that 

tour organizations and other social justice initiatives can employ to change the loci of power 

rather than solidify them. To conclude, I offer three recommendations for tour organizations 

and social justice activists who wish to use experiential education programs that target 

privileged populations as a method for social change. My hope is that this dissertation can 

serve as a source of information for all those struggling on the ground for peace and justice, 

especially my partners from Walls2Windows, Encounter, Breaking The Silence, and the 

various independent Palestinian activists working each day to raise awareness about injustice 

in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.   

                                                
85 Accessed on 01/4/19 from Sister Outsider, The Crossing Press Feminist Series (1984) 
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Recommendations 

1. Prioritize the dialectical relationship between individuals and institutions 

Representations of state violence that remove agency from the equation deny average 

people their power to effect social change. Treating Israeli soldiers, or even Palestinian 

civilians, as simply byproducts of a system, denies both groups’ roles in shaping society. 

Promoting this framework, where Palestinian civilians and Israeli soldiers are simply 

beholden to forces beyond their control, locates disproportionate power in the hands of 

extremists and politicians. Such an approach to the conflict directs blame towards isolated 

segments of society, rather than realizing our collective power to withdraw consent from 

oppressive social institutions (Brecher et al. 2000). 

 

2. Facilitate exposure to unfiltered lived experience 

As much as possible, tour organizations and educational initiatives should allow people 

who are marginalized by various intersecting oppressions to speak for themselves. While 

there are logistical constraints in terms of economic sustainability and anticipated resistance 

from specific audiences: raw, unedited versions of people’s lived experiences should be 

prioritized over sanitized versions that may be more palatable to those in power. As long as 

the ideas and experiences of those who are oppressed by current arrangements of power are 

silenced, those in power will continue their lives comfortably without having to grapple with 

the injustices of their privilege. Confronting injustice should not be comfortable, it should not 

be easy. Because current mechanisms of inequality and exploitation are bolstered by the 

exclusion of marginalized people’s perspectives, uplifting such perspectives in their entirety 

should be at the center of educational efforts for social change.  
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3. Recognize that empathy is not enough 

Finally, while empathy can reduce prejudice, expand compassion, and engender 

commitments to peace, it does not always entail a commitment to justice. While greater 

compassion and human connection are useful processes to maintain hope and celebrate the 

human spirit, the pursuit of such sentiments must be accompanied by a critical understanding 

of justice and equality. As this dissertation demonstrates, empathy can operate alongside a 

racialized conception of legitimate violence, whereby black and brown bodies are 

automatically understood to represent danger and disorder. Therefore, even though people in 

power can feel empathy towards a marginalized group of people, they may still justify 

violent measures against them. Efforts to expand compassion must also confront power and 

privilege. For as long as empathy is experienced in a way that condones the ability of one 

group of people to violently control another, justice and peace will remain out of reach.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Interview Guide 
 
 
 
PREVIOUS ISRAEL EXPERIENCE 

• So I wanted start of by asking what first brought you to Israel?  
 

• What were you doing in Israel at the time of the _____ tour? 
 

o Possible probes 
§ Had you ever been on a more traditional Jewish Heritage trip like 

birthright? Tell me what that was like? 
 

§ Did you ever participate on a trip organized by a synagogue, 
federation, or other Jewish organization? Tell me what that was like? 

 
THOUGHTS BEFORE THE TRIP 
 

• What made you decide to go on the ____ trip? 
o Was this your first time traveling to Palestinian communities in the West 

Bank? 
 

§ Possible probe 
• Was going to the West Bank and meeting Palestinians 

something you were planning to do on this trip? 
 

• What were you expecting the trip to be like? 
o Probes 

§ Were you nervous about traveling to the West Bank? Tell me what you 
remember thinking? 

• Did this change during or after the tour? How so? 
 
 
DURING THE TOUR, WHAT WAS IMPACTCFUL 
 

• Can you start off by giving me a summary of the ____ tour? 
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• When you think back to the tour, are there any events/specific images/conversations 
that stand out in your mind? 

 
• What surprised you most about your experience on the tour? 

 
• Did these experiences challenge anything you previously thought about the conflict?  

 
Probe -  about Palestinians? 

 
• What were the three most important things you learned on the tour? 

 
• Did anything from the tour shock you? 

 
• Tell me about the most emotional part of the tour for you? 

o Tell me what you remember feeling during that time? 
 

• How did your opinions about the conflict change from the tour? 
o Are there any specific examples of opinions that you had before that are 

different now? 
 
 
JEWISH IDENTITY/RELATIONSHIP TO ISRAEL 
 

o Can you tell me about how Israel relates to your Jewish identity? 
 

o What is your current relationship with Zionism?  
 

o POSSIBLE PROBES 
§ Would you consider yourself a Zionist? 
§ Growing up, what were you taught about Israel and Zionism? 

 
o How do you think your relationship to Israel was influenced by the tour?  

 
CURRENT OPINIONS 
 

o Has your trip come up in conversations since the tour? 
o Tell me about a time it came up? 
o What do you tell people about it? 

 
o If someone were to ask whether you consider yourself pro-Israel what would 

you say? What about pro-Palestinian? 
 

o Are you involved in any organizations related to Israel or the Middle East? 
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o Did you feel more motivated now to be involved in actions related to 

Israel/Palestine (and Palestinians) after going on the tour? 
o (if yes) what are some examples of protests, movements, or 

educational activities you have been involved in since the tour 
 

1. How else have you stayed involved in issues related to I/P since going on the tour? 
a. what are the main issues that you care about? 

 
2. How would you say your level of involvement has changed since the tour? 

 
 
CLARIFICATION OF VIEWS 
 

• What would you say are the biggest the obstacles to peace? 
 

• What is your vision for the future there? What steps need to be taken to achieve peace 
and justice? 

 
• Would you say that the tour affected your beliefs on what steps should be taken to 

solve the conflict? 
 

• So was there anything else that you’d like to talk about from your tour experience that 
you’d like to bring up? 

 
 
 




