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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

With the vast majority of world Jewry residing in Israel and the United States, Jewish 

leaders and policy makers maintain a concern about the relationship between Israel 

and American Jewry. Over the years, educational programs in Israel have been one 

means of addressing this concern. Lately, the widening gap between Israelis and 

American Jews has driven community leaders, philanthropists, and the Israeli 

government to join forces in launching more expansive and inclusive Israel 

experience programs, namely Birthright Israel (Taglit), a program designed to bring 

young adults (ages eighteen to twenty-six) on educational peer programs to Israel. 

Mifgashim, intercultural encounters between Israeli and Diaspora Jews, are a key 

component of Birthright and other Israel experience programs, especially those 

designed for high school youth. The primary educational goal of the mifgash (the 

singular form of the Hebrew word for encounter), is to create a sense of Jewish 

peoplehood and belonging, and a commitment to the Jewish people, while also 

gaining a deeper understanding of the other national group.  

This dissertation focuses on intercultural encounters during the Israel 

experience. Data analysis is based on ethnographic fieldwork with several groups of 

high school and Birthright Israel programs. The analysis concentrates on ways in 

which young American and Israeli Jews explore their own Jewish identity and the 

identity of the other national group while also creating a sense of Jewish belonging 

and peoplehood together. It also focuses on how participants create connections 

between each other and to Israel. The current work looks at boundary negotiations 

between national groups, and the different approaches or behavioral strategies that 

play a role in achieving desired outcomes. Finally, it examines how age of 
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participants and youth culture plays a role in constructing belonging and 

understanding the self and other.   

 

I. Does the Israel experience mifgash create a sense of Jewish belonging and 

peoplehood among Israeli and Diaspora Jews, tying participants to one another 

and to Israel? 

 
A. The Concept of Diaspora 

Israel experience mifgashim participants comprise young Jews living in Israel, the 

symbolic Jewish homeland, and young Jews living in the Jewish Diaspora. 

Consequently, this encounter can be framed in the wider context of homeland - 

diaspora relations as well as in the more specific context of Israel - Diaspora relations. 

The term diaspora is defined as a scattering or dispersion of language, culture, 

or people that were formerly concentrated in one place (Sahoo 2002). Alternatively, it 

is defined as a worldwide migration of a people who form transnational communities 

or global networks while maintaining economic, political, social, and emotional 

contact with their homeland and other scattered communities with the same origin 

(Harzig 1999; Gabaccia 1999; Sahoo 2002).  

Transnational relations with the homeland include economic and professional 

ties, whereby the diaspora community provides support to the home country, family 

members, or other individuals residing in the home country. They also include social 

and cultural exchanges between homeland and diaspora communities (Sahoo 2002). 

Such exchanges provide the diaspora with a means for maintaining identity and 

identification, and provide the homeland with a means for maintaining contact and 

understanding of the diaspora community. Social and cultural exchanges are 
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particularly important for second and third generation diaspora members. Born away 

from the homeland, younger generations (especially those who have never lived in or 

visited the homeland) tend to experience a less profound personal tie, commitment, or 

sense of identity associated with the homeland (Bardach 2002). 

The term “Diaspora,” when used in a Jewish context and capitalized, refers to 

“Jewish communities living outside either the present-day state of Israel or the ancient 

Biblical kingdom of Israel” (Sahoo 2002). The term Diaspora (in Hebrew, Tefutzah, 

translating as “scattered” or “dispersed,” or, Golah or Galut, meaning physical or 

psychological “exile”) is defined uniquely in this way because prior to the founding of 

the State of Israel, contact with the Jewish homeland was symbolic, in the form of 

longing for a return to Zion.  Even since the state’s founding, the term is used “to 

characterize the experience of Jews throughout history in the context of exile, 

homelessness and dispersion from the historical homeland” (Ezrachi 2004: 12). 

Notably, the original home country of Jewish immigrants or their ancestors (i.e., the 

“old country”), is not Israel, but countries where Jews resided and experienced 

trauma, victimization, and persecution (Ezrachi 2001).  

More recently, the term Diaspora has become associated with a more positive 

narrative characterized by a flourishing Western Jewish Diaspora. This newer 

narrative negates the idea of Diaspora as exile, and therefore sometimes creates 

complexity in the relationship and understanding between Israel and Diaspora 

communities. That is, a strong and thriving Diaspora, with Jewish group members 

satisfied with their life outside the homeland, serves as an affront to a classical Zionist 

ideology in which Israel is the center of Jewish life and living in Israel is the most 

committed way to belong to the Jewish group (Kopelowitz 2003).   
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Transnational relations between the Jewish homeland and Diaspora existed 

before the State of Israel’s existence. After the state’s founding the terminology 

relating to these relations was modified to Israel - Diaspora relations. As will be 

described in more detail in the following section on Jewish peoplehood, until the last 

decade of the 20th century, much of the formal relationship between Israel and the 

Jewish Diasporas of the West focused on economic aid and political support for 

Israel, with Israel serving as a symbolic and spiritual homeland for Jews in the 

Diaspora. At the same time, the relationship between Israel and non-Western Jewish 

communities focused on rescue and relief of persecuted Jews or those in need, with 

Israel serving as both a symbolic and real place for exilic ingathering. Since the 

1990’s, and as a result of various changes in both Israel and Diaspora communities, 

focus on social and cultural exchanges and partnerships between local communities in 

Israel and in the Diaspora has become more central. Despite the recent rise in 

“emergency aid” to Israel from Western communities, a concerted effort to create and 

enhance people-to-people connections remains a priority among Israeli and Diaspora 

Jewish leaders.  

Israel experience mifgashim are one arena for creating people-to-people 

connections between Israel and the Diaspora. Both general homeland - diaspora 

relations and specific Israel - Diaspora relations get played out within the context of 

these structured educational encounters between young Jews from Israel and the 

Diaspora. Aspects of the relationship come up formally and informally during 

particular group activities, group discussions, and discursive comments made during 

non-programmed timeframes. The relationship is encountered explicitly during 

certain educational activities and discussions, such as those that focus on definitions 
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of Zionism, the place of Israel in Jewish consciousness, and the mutual responsibility 

of Israel and the Diaspora to defend and care for one another.  

 

B. The Concept of Jewish Peoplehood  

Creating a sense of Jewish belonging and peoplehood is one of the primary goals of 

Israel experience mifgashim. Therefore, a fundamental concept framing these 

encounters is Jewish peoplehood, which is overviewed here from biblical roots to 

contemporary understandings, with attention paid to the thinkers and historical 

context involved in its shaping and development.  

1. Biblical Roots 

The concept of Jews as a people goes back to the Bible, where they are described as a 

group tied to God, a land, and to each other. In the Book of Genesis, Abraham is told 

to leave his home and go to a land that God will show him. In the text, God promises 

that he will make of Abraham “a great nation” and that he will bless all the families of 

the earth through him (The Jerusalem Bible, Genesis 12:1-3). Soon after, the text 

describes the land intended for Abraham and his descendents (Genesis 15-18).   

As the descendants of Jacob (who is given the name Israel), they are initially 

called Israelites and then B’nei Yisrael, “the children of Israel.” They are first referred 

to as an “am,” a nation or people, during their enslavement in Egypt, when the text (in 

the Book of Exodus) describes how they “came together and conceived of themselves 

as a people” (Kotzin 2008: 10). Each time Moses requests that Pharoah let the 

Israelites leave Egypt, he implores him with the phrase, “Shalach et ami,” “Let my 

people go” (e.g., Exodus 5:1). Through Moses, God eventually liberates the Israelites 

from Egypt and leads them to Mount Sinai, where the idea of “a great nation” is given 

meaning; the Israelites are told that they will be a “kingdom of priests and holy 
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nation” if they obey God’s covenant (Exodus 19:5-6). This covenant “binds Israelites 

to one another as well as to God” (Eisen 2008: 4).  

The shift from being a group connected by ancestry to becoming a people or 

nation is considered a critical development, as discussed below:  

The Israelites were about to become something they had not been before. Until now, 

they had been linked vertically, by biological descent…With the subtle shift from 

B’nei Yisrael, the children of Israel, to Am Yisrael, the people or nation of Israel, God 

was preparing the Israelites for a new mode of existence. Now they would be linked 

horizontally to one another….Their unity is no longer a matter of a common familial 

past; they were about to create a shared future…They would no longer exist in a state 

of dependency, relying on Moses and through him, God, to provide their needs, 

welfare and safety. Henceforth, they would have to take responsibility for one 

another (Kurshan 2008: 12). 

This text represents the original source for my working use of the concept of Jewish 

peoplehood.  

2. An Historical Framing of Peoplehood 

a. The Enlightenment and Emancipation 

An intellectual movement considered to have influenced the idea of Jewish 

peoplehood is the Enlightenment, a movement of the 17th and 18th centuries that 

moved Europe out of the medieval or feudal era into the modern period. Reason 

replaced religion and tradition as the ultimate truth, and was celebrated as a universal 

attribute transcending differences of religion, national and social origin, and creating a 

bond between human beings. “In adopting this premise the Enlightenment 

adumbrated the liberal and democratic values that would eventually embrace the Jew 

as a fellow human being” (Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 1995: 54).  
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The Enlightenment opened the door for Jewish Emancipation, beginning in the 

latter part of the 18th century (concurrent to the French Revolution) and continuing 

through the 19th century. According to some scholars, this marked the beginning of 

modern Jewish history. “Until the modern period, Jewish history was marked by a 

strong sense of particularism: Jews were characterized by their unique history and 

destiny and, as such, considered themselves (and were considered by others) to be set 

apart from other nations and cultures” (Prell 2008: 117). Emancipation “implied the 

breakdown of the Jews’ millennial social and cultural isolation” (Mendes-Flohr and 

Reinharz 1995: 155) as Jews emerged from the ghetto and were given rights and 

granted citizenship in their home countries. The change in attitude to the outside 

world enabled by Emancipation stimulated Jewish acculturation, leading to wider 

participation in European civil society, specifically in the areas of education and 

existing political movements, and also to the creation of Jewish movements. Even in 

areas where it had not yet occurred (e.g., Eastern Europe, North Africa), Jews were 

influenced by Emancipation, likely by Napoleon’s conquests (Trigano 2008). The 

influence of the Enlightenment and the exposure to new educational arenas also 

“stimulated an inner Jewish intellectual effervescence that came to be known as the 

haskala…a Jewish mode of the European intellectual trend (Shimoni 1995: 14). The 

haskala took a modern, rational approach to viewing the Jewish landscape, among 

other things, Jewish religious tradition.  

Secularization and liberalism brought on by the French Revolution and the 

Enlightenment opened European society to the Jews, but it also challenged traditional 

forms of Jewish identification and led to dilemmas that forced emancipated Jews to 

think about their identity. With the opening of schools and universities, and extension 

of their economic and professional opportunities, Jews were forced to make choices 
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between such things as Jewish law (e.g., observing the Sabbath, keeping kosher) and 

participating in public entities (e.g., working or attending school on the Sabbath, 

eating with non-Jewish co-workers), or creating individual strategies of compromise. 

“What matters is not the individual solutions arrived at but the fact that the problems 

of Jewish identity had not been solved by liberalism and tolerance, but…had been 

exacerbated…A whole new universe of problems, to which traditional mores had no 

answer, opened before the liberated, emancipated, and secularized Jews” (Avineri 

1981: 9-10).  

 In addition to secularization and liberalism, nationalism also emerged from 

the French Revolution and pushed Jews to confront issues of identity. While non-

Jewish European society began to develop new forms of identity “distinguished by 

nationalism, ethnicity, a common language and past history, either real or 

imagined…there remained the question whether the Jewish person could regard 

himself, and be regarded by others, as French, Polish or German” (Avineri 1981: 10-

11). On the one hand, they were asked to become Frenchman and Poles, to merge 

with the national culture and wipe out specifically Jewish cultural and social features. 

On the other hand, while they were theoretically part of a general category of citizens 

(with Judaism redefined as a religious idea), this did not occur in reality. Jews did not 

automatically integrate into the larger society, nor arguably did they gain full social 

acceptance. This initially led to their being a “conspicuous subgroup” with a confused 

identity (Katz 1986), and later to marginalization and anti-Semitism (Avineri 1981). 

Whereas European Jews received rights through a formal process of 

Emancipation, American Jews benefitted from legal equality under the British 

colonial government and later received citizen rights implicitly according to the 

Constitution of the United States. America was founded on the principle of equality of 
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all human beings, separation of church and state, and ethnic and religious pluralism. 

Citizen rights were self-evident for all white minorities, including Jews, with no need 

for special legislation (Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 1995).  

b. Jewish Nationalism and Zionism 

Faced with dilemmas and challenges to their identity, some groups of Jews began to 

turn inward, asking questions and seeking answers. 

Secularized, modern Jews began to ask for the origins of their culture, for the roots of 

their history; to extol the glories of Jerusalem; to ask whether they should not look 

into their own past just as members of other groups were doing.  

Thus, both liberalism and nationalism created in these Jews the beginning of 

a new self-awareness, no longer determined by any religious terms…[but by] 

modern, secular nationalism in Europe (Avineri 1981: 12).  

Jewish nationalism, “did not reject the logic of the Emancipation, but proposed an 

amendment, an adjustment to include the Jewish People” (Trigano 2008: 58).  

Zionism was the most fundamental revolution in Jewish life. It substituted a secular 

self-identity of the Jews as a nation for the traditional and Orthodox self-identity in 

religious terms… Zionism is not just a reaction of a people to persecution. It is a 

quest for self-determination and liberation under the modern conditions of 

secularization and liberalism (Avineri 1981: 13).  

Zionism offered Jews a means to be viewed as a nation, with a collective past and 

future. “Jewish ‘peculiarity’ not only became intelligible but was worth preserving 

and cultivating” (Katz 1986: 132). From its earliest development, Zionist ideology 

articulated “the idea of a return to Zion and its restoration as a homeland for the Jews 

that not only transcended the messianic idea but also produced extensive social results 

and a continuous ideological development” (Shimoni 1995: 85). 
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  More so than the political Zionism of Herzl, Pinsker and Nordau, it is Ahad 

Ha’am’s (Arthur Ginsberg’s) notion of spiritual Zionism that is useful in explaining 

the concept of Jewish peoplehood. Ahad Ha’am viewed the Zionist movement “not as 

a sectarian group seeking autonomy for Jews, but as a widely based national 

movement which would unite religious and secular elements and draw on current 

ideas of national liberations, as well as on the main features of Jewish tradition to be 

‘translated’ into secular and national concepts” (Rubenstein 1984: 40). A secularist 

from a Hasidic religious background in Russia, Ahad Ha’am concerned himself with 

the spiritual, moral, and cultural elements of Jewish nationalism. He looked to the 

Bible as a cultural connector and a spiritual force of the Jewish people.  

Even the nonbeliever, if he is a national Jew, cannot regard the Holy Scriptures solely 

from a literary point of view, but he combines a literary and a national point of 

view…He senses an innermost feeling which attaches him to the Bible, a feeling of 

special intimacy tinged in sanctity, in that a thousand visible arteries go out from him 

and spawn generation after generation reaching into the depths of distant past (Ha’am 

1947, in Rubenstein 1984: 39). 

For Ahad Ha’am, Zionism was not merely about establishing a Jewish homeland, but 

“how it will solve the spiritual agonies and dilemmas of the vast majority of Jewish 

people who will continue to reside for the foreseeable future outside the Land of 

Israel” (Avineri 1981: 114). He saw the objective of Zionism as creating a “spiritual 

center” in Eretz Israel [where] the Jewish cultural heritage would find free expression, 

receptive to the best currents of enlightened modernity yet faithful to its own 

individuality” (Shimoni 1995: 108).  The Jewish homeland would serve as a national-

cultural center and focal point of identification for all Jewish people. The Jewish 

community within the homeland would radiate its culture in order to facilitate modern 

Jewish existence and maintain national Jewish identity among those outside the 
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homeland (Avineri 1981). Ahad Ha’am’s ideas can be seen as a model for what would 

later become one aspect of Israel - Diaspora relations.   

c. Mordechai Kaplan and the American Jewish Context 

Mordechai Kaplan wrote various texts about the continuity of Judaism and the Jewish 

people and thus influenced the concept of Jewish peoplehood. He came to the United 

States from Lithuania in 1889 as a young child and wrote from the early 1920’s. 

Accordingly, Kaplan’s thinking developed when both new and previously established 

Jewish religious denominations were flourishing and adapting to the needs of 

American Jewish life and community. At that time, the earlier established German 

Jewish community was focused on a synagogue-centered and philanthropic Judaism 

while Eastern European immigrants were introducing ethnic-national Jewish culture 

and secular ideologies, such as Zionism and Yiddishism (Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 

1995). Kaplan was attuned to the American Jewish context, and especially to the 

sentiments of second generation American Jews with Eastern European roots. 

He understood that their attachment to Jewish life was ethnic in character but that 

they sought to validate it in religious terms. He understood their need to be fully 

American and fully modern, without feeling that they were thereby being disloyal to 

the faith of their fathers. He understood that ethical values represented the summit of 

their religiosity, but that they believed their commitment to those values to be 

intrinsically linked in some way to their Jewishness. He understood the important 

role which the struggle for a Jewish state played in enhancing their self-respect as 

Jews, and the fact that Zionism therefore served as a spur to the development of a 

profound commitment to the survival of a strong Diaspora community (Woocher 

1986: 175). 

Importantly, the context of Kaplan’s ideas also encompassed the aftermath of 

World War I and the Balfour Declaration, the latter of which strengthened and 



12 

 

validated the Zionist movement. At this time, American Zionism gained legitimacy in 

the Jewish world, and also in the eyes of the German Jewish establishment, which had 

previously seen Jewish nationalism (brought to America by Eastern European 

immigrants) as a threat to full integration into American society. With the backing of 

Louis Brandeis, Zionism could be viewed as fulfilling both American and Jewish 

values (such as liberty and social justice), and therefore not a threat to integration. 

Brandeis focused not only on the political values of Zionism, but also on a need for 

philanthropic support to build the homeland, a route that appealed to the German 

establishment (Woocher 1986). Like Brandeis and others, Kaplan saw no 

contradiction in supporting a Jewish homeland and being American, seeing American 

pluralism as allowing for both religious freedom, and ethnic affections and solidarity 

(Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 1995). Notably, the American Reform movement 

(brought to the United States by German immigrants) changed its attitude towards 

Zionism during this postwar period, finally accepting Zionism into the movement in 

the 1930’s after over fifty years of rejection. 

 It was in this context that Mordechai Kaplan developed his Reconstructionist 

philosophy. Relevant here is his conviction that understanding Judaism must begin 

with an understanding of the Jewish people. He defined Judaism as a civilization 

whose standards of actions are established by the Jewish people, and understood the 

Jewish religion existing for the Jewish people and not the other way around. While 

thinkers before Kaplan also held this view, he was the first to develop a program for 

Jewish life around it (Liebman 1970). At the core of Jewish civilization is Jewish 

nationhood, Kaplan’s original term for the Jewish collective entity. After the 

establishment of the State of Israel, he used the term Jewish peoplehood, believing 

that “the concept ‘nationhood’ as applied to the Jews, has come to be closely 
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identified with statehood” (Kaplan 1967: ix). Kaplan saw the Jewish people as a 

unique spiritual and national entity, and peoplehood at the core of Jewish religious 

experience (Bouganim 2008).    

Kaplan’s ideas about Jewish civilization incorporated social, communal, 

cultural, and religious aspects (Eisen 2008). “Drawing upon traditional Jewish 

sources, Zionist thought and American philosophical pragmatism, Kaplan developed a 

program for the creative survival of Judaism in the intellectual, political and social 

reality of the twentieth century” (Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 1995: 502, footnote 1). 

His program called for a “reconstitution of Jewry as a transnational people” with a 

proposal for the formulation of a new “covenant of peoplehood,” 

a modern renewal of the covenant first entered into at Sinai, with a constitution 

setting out the structural framework and functional responsibilities of the people and 

its leaders. Such a de jure reconstitution was necessary, he believed, to overcome the 

impact of Emancipation and integration into Western Civilization which had 

undermined the traditional bases of Jewish solidarity. It was also needed to express 

the formal commitment of the people to its spiritual heritage (Woocher 1986: 176). 

Kaplan believed that Zionism could provide the spiritual dimension of peoplehood 

and a “cultural regeneration of the Jewish People” (Waxman 1989: 71). He supported 

Ahad Ha’am’s earlier notions of Zionism and the importance of a homeland that 

would serve as a spiritual center to those in a thriving Diaspora, a view he continued 

to hold after the establishment of the Jewish state. Primary to Kaplan was a sense of 

Jewish unity that Zionism could create. He agreed with Brandeis and his call for 

philanthropic support for building the homeland (and eventual state). Kaplan, along 

with other Jewish leaders, saw this as one aspect of Jewish national consciousness, 

“the idea of solidarity and philanthropic support for one’s fellow Jews, especially 
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those who sought to construct a secure future for themselves in their ancestral 

homeland” (Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz 1981: 451).  

 While he may not have succeeded in attracting large numbers of Jews to join 

his Reconstructionist denominational movement, Kaplan’s ideas nevertheless 

influenced American Judaism and Jewry. “He is one of the few intellectuals in Jewish 

life who have given serious consideration to Jewish tradition, American philosophical 

thought, and the experiences of the American Jew, and confronted each with the 

other” (Liebman 1970). Most relevant here is how Kaplan’s work provided 

philosophical foundation for ethnic orientations of American-born Jews, American 

Zionism, Jewish peoplehood, and the relationship between Israel and the American 

Jewish community (see, e.g., Liebman 1970; Woocher 1986). 

d. The Influence of Peoplehood on Israel - Diaspora Relations 

Jewish peoplehood played a significant role in the development of Israel - Diaspora 

relations in the early years of Israel’s existence. As noted above, even before the 

founding of the Jewish state, Ahad Ha’am imagined a Jewish homeland as a focal 

point for Jewish identification and as a spiritual center for world Jewry. Some 

American Jewish leaders supported these notions and saw American Zionism as a 

means to enact peoplehood through solidarity and support for building the homeland, 

with the call and response for support increasing after the state’s establishment.  

Generally, the postwar and early state period is not associated with further 

intellectual development of the concept of Jewish peoplehood. Nevertheless, it is 

notable that during this period, Jewish peoplehood was synonymous with the idea of 

Jewish survival, a notion that outweighed all other aspects of Israel - Diaspora 

relations. Jews worldwide agreed on the need for both a strong Israel and Jewish 
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Diaspora, and also on the obligation to rescue Jews from persecution and aid those in 

need (see, e.g., Woocher 1986; Cohen and Liebman 2000).  

In the early years of the new Jewish state, both Israel and the Western Jewish 

Diaspora took responsibility for Jewish survival by playing separate but interrelated 

roles. Specifically, with Israel as a source of Jewish pride, American Jews saw 

assisting the new country as a prime responsibility. As a community, they provided 

large-scale support to Israel by fundraising and lobbying to gain economic, military 

and diplomatic support from the United States government. They also offered 

emotional and public support through visits to Israel, pro-Israel rallies, and other 

stateside activities (see, e.g., Woocher 1986; Waxman 1989; Mittelberg 1999). While 

American Jews provided material and emotional support for Israel, Israelis were at the 

literal and figurative frontlines – building up the new country, defending the borders 

from attack, and absorbing new immigrants. Israel was seen “as the bulwark of Jewish 

survival…with American Jewry playing a key role in ensuring that the state had the 

wherewithal to perform that function” (Cohen and Eisen 2000:  143). During these 

early years, the two communities also concerned themselves with the support and 

rescue of Jewish refugees and their absorption, especially into Israel (Woocher1986).  

The Six-Day War of 1967 was a turning point in Israel - Diaspora relations 

and a “defining moment in Israel’s role in Diaspora Jewish identity” (Rynhold 2007:  

146). In relation to American Jewry,  

Israel’s Six-Day War was a watershed for American Jews who suddenly found 

themselves publicly expressing concern for their ethnicity. Prior to this experience 

many American Jews sought to “melt” into the American mainstream. Since that 

time, federations, in cooperation with the UJA [United Jewish Appeal], have 

committed themselves to ensuring the growth and survival of American Jewry by 
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focusing on the unity of the Jewish people, with the State of Israel as its central 

symbol, or “spiritual center” (Mittelberg 1999: 8).  

Rates of immigration (aliyah) and volunteers from the Western Diaspora to Israel 

increased following the war (ibid). Despite the traumas of the 1973 Yom Kippur War, 

basic trends that began after the Six-Day War continued. For example, American Jews 

contributed at unprecedented levels, in numbers and amounts, to the federation and 

UJA in support of both crises (Woocher 1986). “In sum, this period represents the 

high watermark of Israel’s place in Diaspora identity... Most Diaspora Jews applauded 

both the military victories and the compromises for peace” (Rynhold 2007: 146).  

During this period, both Israel and American Jewry continued to play an 

active role in the support and rescue of Jews in need, with both communities feeling a 

sense of connection to Jewish people throughout the world (Woocher 1986; Levy et al 

1997). For example, from the 1950’s onward, Israel was directly involved (through 

the Liaison Bureau, Nativ, of the Prime Minister’s office) in a campaign to help 

“refuseniks,” Jews denied the right to leave the Soviet Union. The campaign included 

(unofficial) emissaries sent to meet with refuseniks and alerting the West about their 

struggles, with the hope of encouraging Soviet leadership to change their behavior 

towards Soviet Jews (Levanon 1999). American Jews joined the campaign by 

participating in secret missions to visit refuseniks, attending conferences, and staging 

a series of solidarity rallies and demonstrations from the 1960’s to 1980’s. In addition 

to efforts on behalf of Soviet Jews, in July 1976 the Israeli military carried out a 

mission in Entebbe, Uganda to rescue Israeli and Diaspora Jews separated out from 

other Air France passengers held hostage by the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP). Over the years, the Israeli government and military also engineered 

several rescue missions to bring Jews in need to Israel. The American Jewish 
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community, along with other Jewish communities, played a role in subsidizing the 

absorption of new immigrants brought to Israel through these missions. 

The 1960’s and 1970’s were an unquestionable highpoint in Diaspora 

identification and solidarity with Israel. However, Israel - Diaspora relations were 

challenged by a new set of dilemmas in the 1980’s. Starting with the 1982 Lebanon 

War and disagreement over Israel’s policies and tactics to ensure its security, a rift 

began to grow between Israel and American Jewish leaders. The case of Jonathan 

Pollard, a Jewish United States naval intelligence officer arrested for spying for Israel 

in 1986, angered American Jewry who experienced their “dual loyalty” questioned by 

the ensuing backlash of anti-Semitism (Elazar 1991). Most significantly, the outbreak 

of the first Palestinian intifada (uprising) in late 1987 increased a sense of alienation 

from Israeli policy, especially among Jewish American liberals. Noteworthy is the 

growing understanding of the minor role played by the Diaspora in Israel’s policy 

considerations, and the disdain for Diaspora lobbying for Israel (Rynhold 2007). 

During the early years of statehood and through the 1980’s, little effort was 

put towards building personal relationships between American and Israeli group 

members or in fostering an interest in the reality of the other national group. The 

relationship between Israel and American Jewry was “shaped more by mythic images 

and projections of local internal identity concerns than by real knowledge of each 

other’s current living situation” (Feldman 2002a: 481). Even among American Jews 

who saw Israel as an important element of their identity, Israel was “an entity 

embedded in religious language, overlaid with myth and distant in space and time” 

(ibid: 477). This lack of personal relationship became significant in the early 1990’s.  

In the wake of three key factors, first, the diminishing perceived and real threat to 

Jewish survival, second, American Jewry’s criticism of Israel about events occurring 
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in the 1980’s, and third, changes that were starting to develop both in Israel and on the 

American Jewish scene, the enactment of Jewish peoplehood began to weaken and the 

two entities began to drift away from one another.  

During the last decade of the 20th century, Israel experienced an economic 

boom that overlapped with a movement towards peace with its neighbors, a 

diminishing number of persecuted Jews needing rescue, and a relatively strong and 

stable military presence in Israel. During this period, Israeli officials began to devalue 

the political and philanthropic support of American Jewry and communicated their 

sentiments to American Jewish leaders. For example, in 1992 Prime Minister Yitzhak 

Rabin told the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) that he no longer 

wanted them lobbying Congress or mediating between Israeli and American 

administrations on behalf of Israel, stating that Israeli officials were capable of doing 

it themselves. Deputy Foreign Minister Yossi Beilin suggested that Israel no longer 

needed United Jewish Appeals money as a result of the positive economic expansion 

in Israel (see, e.g., Cohen and Liebman 1997; Clayman 1999; Cohen and Eisen 2000).  

While Israeli officials made statements distancing themselves from American 

Jewry, Israelis generally became more confident in “the independence of the state and 

its centrality for the Jewish people” (Levy et al 1997: 31). Whereas a large majority of 

Israelis believed that Israel could not survive without a strong and supportive Jewish 

Diaspora in the 1970’s, a larger majority believed that the Diaspora could not survive 

without Israel by the 1990’s (ibid). During this time, “no serious attempt was made, 

on the part of Israelis, to create a venue for serious communication and dialogue with 

American Jews” (Serok 1994: 9).  

At the same time as Israel was becoming distant from the Diaspora, American 

Jewish leaders were becoming focused on Jewish continuity efforts in the Diaspora. 
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Yet, Israel was given a role in these efforts, especially in promoting educational 

programs in Israel such as Birthright Israel. Nevertheless, the nature of the 

relationship between Israel and the organized Jewish world changed. Diaspora leaders 

moved away from blanket support for Israeli policies and instead endorsed specific 

ideological agendas that they saw as important, such as the peace process (Rynhold 

2007), with some efforts aggravating members of the Israeli government. 

While Diaspora Jewish public opinion may have begun to shift away from 

Israel in the 1980’s, and while the 1990’s saw a further drift between Israel and the 

American Jewish community, Israeli and Diaspora leadership continued to work in 

tandem. Most notable, they continued to mount a successful campaign in support of 

Soviet Jewry, with American Jewry devoting substantial funds to sustain the 

absorption of massive immigration from the former Soviet Union to Israel. They also 

worked concurrently in the rescue and absorption of other Jews in need. For example, 

while Israel executed missions such as Operations Moses and Solomon (which 

brought Ethiopian Jews to Israel), Diaspora Jewry subsidized the absorption process.  

Whereas the organized Jewish establishment remained engaged with Israel, 

many American Jews showed signs of weakening attachment to Israel. Starting in the 

1990’s, national surveys of American Jews indicated that Israel decreasingly factored 

into American Jewish identity and consciousness. Survey research showed 

diminishing public support and giving to Israel, and also decreasing emotional 

attachment expressed in caring about Israel, feelings of closeness to Israelis, and the 

importance of Israel in one’s sense of being Jewish. Younger Jews reported less 

attachment to Israel than older Jews (see, e.g., Cohen 1998, 2005; UJC 2003).  

Declining attachment among American Jews related to increased feelings of 

alienation from Israel. Diminishing fear about Jewish survival meant that some 
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American Jews lost their primary means of connecting to Israel. A strong Israeli 

economy combined with a move towards peace with Arab neighbors and a lack of 

Jews needing rescue proved challenging for those American Jews used to showing 

solidarity and support for the Jewish state through financial and emotional means 

alone. Notably, a sense of solidarity and support for Israel increased in the wake of 

the second intifada in late 2000, though it did not reach the levels seen in the 

aftermath of the Six-Day or Yom Kippur wars (Rynhold 2007). The complex reality 

of modern Israeli society (in contrast to mythic images of Israel) along with 

disagreement with some of Israel’s policies also led to feelings of alienation. For 

example, the vast majority of American Jews rejected the Orthodox near-hegemony 

over religious life and lifecycle events in Israel, while some also disagreed with 

Israel’s military policies (Eisen and Cohen 2000).  

Declining attachment to Israel also reflected changing patterns of identity 

among American Jews. Since the mid-1980’s sociologists have characterized 

Americans as profoundly individualistic (Bellah et al 1985), with community and the 

collective important, but secondary to the individual (Putnam 2000). Jewish 

Americans reflect the general American public (Cohen and Wertheimer 2006), and 

therefore, while historically committed to the Jewish collective, they have shifted 

away from engagement in the Jewish public sphere and collective patterns of Jewish 

identity. They remained interested in Jewish expressions, but sought “authentic” and 

“personally meaningful” experiences that could be integrated into their personal 

Jewish narratives (Horowitz 1999; Cohen and Eisen 2000).  

Nevertheless, despite feelings of alienation and changes in patterns of identity, 

American Jews continued to express pro-Israel sentiments and feelings of attachment 

to Israel at the end of the 20th century, because “Israel nourishes their sense of 
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themselves as Jews” (Cohen and Eisen 2000: 149). Though less profound than in the 

past, Israel continued to function as a means for Jewish identification and connection 

to the Jewish collective enterprise. It also remained a source of ethnic pride as a result 

of its military strength and intellectual capital (ibid). For some Israelis and American 

Jews, Israel continued to be associated with Jewish survival and the ingathering of 

Jewish exiles, and was connected to the idea of Jews as an historical and religious 

people with biblical roots connected to God, the Land of Israel, and the Jewish people 

(Levy et al 1997; Cohen and Liebman 2000).  

Thus, even as American Jews moved towards strengthening personal and 

private forms of Jewish identity, and even as Israelis distanced themselves from the 

Diaspora, neither negated the idea of Jewish belonging or peoplehood. This led some 

researchers to regard peoplehood as a personally meaningful notion that could 

potentially be used to strengthen personal connections between Jews in Israel and the 

Diaspora, and could also be used to close the gap between Israel and the American 

Jewish community (see, e.g., Mittelberg 1999; Cohen and Liebman 2000; Kopelowitz 

2003). Mittelberg points out that, “Jewish peoplehood requires the input of both ends 

of the… symbiotic relationship in order to be sustained” (Mittelberg 1999: 127). It is 

this understanding of peoplehood that underlies present day Israel experience 

mifgashim, which provide accordingly a useful framework for the two sides to meet, 

explore, and enact peoplehood, and seeks to bridge the described gap between Israel 

and Jewish Diaspora communities.  

3. Contemporary Notions of Jewish Peoplehood 

The concept of Jewish peoplehood continues to evolve, particularly in the United 

States and Israel, the two countries where 80% of world Jewry lives today 

(Dellapergola et al 2005). 



22 

 

Kopelowitz and Engelberg (2007) argue that after Kaplan, there was no 

sustained intellectual focus on the peoplehood concept in either the United States or 

Israel until the beginning of the 21st century, at which time the concept gained force 

among Jewish organizations and scholars. These authors suggest that the sudden 

interest in peoplehood derived from an ideological vacuum (i.e., lack of framework 

for making life meaningful) that developed in both the United States and Israel in the 

1970’s, with results only being felt at the turn of the century.  

Jewish Peoplehood…is an attempt by the leadership of the major Jewish 

organizations and movements in the center of the Jewish socio-political and religious 

spectrum to respond to the loss of compelling “middle of the road” ideological 

vision. Jewish leaders want to provide compelling answers to their constituents about 

issues of Jewish belonging, and they are looking to the Peoplehood concept as one 

possibility. Where there is certainty about the meaning of Jewish life, the concept of 

Jewish Peoplehood is not used as an organizing concept (Kopelowitz and Engelberg 

2007: 6).  

This resumption of intellectual thinking about Jewish peoplehood coincided with the 

growing gap between Israel and the American Jewish community and the resulting 

call to mend it. As the organizational world began to use the term peoplehood as a 

concept in strategic planning, there was a call for scholars and intellectuals to provide 

philosophical and sociological content for framing contemporary understanding (see, 

e.g., Revivi and Kopelowitz 2008; Serkin 2008; Valley 2008).  

Kopelowitz and Engelberg (2007) outline three shared principles among 

contemporary writers. First, the Jewish peoplehood concept assumes an understanding 

of Jewish belonging that is multi-dimensional and complex. It has a variety of 

meanings and definitions than can be applied to philosophical, sociological, strategic, 

and tactical questions (Eisen 2008), depending on the context and who is involved. 
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Peoplehood is increasingly seen as a useful tool in understanding the complexity of 

Jewish identity and belonging to the Jewish people. “It is the concept best suited by 

far to answer (or at least cope with) the quandary of Jewish identity…It betokens an 

identity in which religious as well as secular Jews, Israeli as well as Diaspora Jews, 

and traditional as well as liberal Jews (to list only a few of the many dichotomies) can 

feel equally at home (Eisen 2008: 2-3). Rosenak (2008) suggests that peoplehood can 

help enhance Jewish life through its ability to blur differences between Jews and hold 

them together. 

Perhaps Peoplehood provides a prism through which we can acknowledge the 

differences between Jews without abandoning loyalty to them and self-identification 

with them. The concept of Peoplehood, then, may enable us to become more fully 

aware of how these other Jews are different from ourselves, even while we continue 

to search for commonalities between “them” (whoever “they” are) and ourselves 

(whoever “we” are) (Rosenak 2008: 13). 

The second shared principle is the rejection of strong ideologies that emphasize one 

dimension of the Jewish experience to the exclusion of other dimensions. While those 

with strong religious or Zionist ideologies may be committed to the Jewish people, 

their belief in a particular approach to Jewish life and continuity is not seen as 

promoting the current understanding of Jewish peoplehood (Kopelowitz and 

Engelberg 2007). 

Finally, contemporary writers on Jewish peoplehood focus on connections 

between Jews with an emphasis on the group dimension rather than individual 

identity. They are concerned with common elements and frameworks that allow Jews 

to connect to each other emotionally and socially (Kopelowitz and Engelberg 2007), 

as well as cognitively. This third principle ties into several key (Jewish) social science 

concepts related to modern Jewish belonging or peoplehood. It is connected to 



24 

 

familism, an element of Jewish collective consciousness describing “the tendency of 

Jews to see themselves as part of an extended family” (Liebman and Cohen 1990: 17). 

Familism includes the acknowledgement of the family into which one is born, and it 

also includes a feeling of mutual responsibility infused with a sense of obligation, 

permanence, and caring that characterizes relationships between Jews (ibid). 

Peoplehood also relates to the concept of transcendent belonging, “a feeling of deep 

connection to previous generations and future generations as well as to Jews of today 

who are scattered around the globe” (Cohen and Eisen 2000: 114). And finally, it is 

connected to the idea of mythic collective narrative, where the term mythic does not 

necessarily mean unreal, but indicates a symbolic rather than actual relationship 

between members of the Jewish group. 

Among its key elements are: a sense of kinship and common descent, an interlinked 

history, shared threats, and ultimately a shared destiny. Correlatively, Jews have also 

believed that they resemble one another in key aspects of culture and personality, as 

well as sharing common values, circumstances, and interests. They could easily say 

to one another, ‘We are alike, and different from others. We hold similar beliefs and 

ideas, we share the same sorts of opportunities and challenges, we have been subject 

to the same threats, experienced the same possibilities, and feel as if we are a large 

extended family with a great sense of mutual obligation’ (Cohen 2003: 1). 

Elements of familism, transcendent belonging, and mythic collective narrative 

are used in operationally defining and empirically measuring the contemporary notion 

of Jewish peoplehood within the Israeli and American Jewish groups. Liebman and 

Cohen (1990) measure familism among Jewish Israeli and American populations by 

assessing the level of agreement with the statements: “I see the Jewish people as an 

extension of my family” and “As a Jew I have a special obligation to help other 

Jews.” The Guttman study of Israeli Jews provides markers of Jewish peoplehood 
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through questions related to: a sense of pride in being Jewish, feeling connected to 

Jews worldwide, believing in a common fate among Israeli and Diaspora Jews, and 

believing that Israel could not survive without a strong relation with the Diaspora nor 

could the Diaspora survive without Israel (Levy et al 1997). Cohen (1998) 

operationally defines Jewish peoplehood and Tribalism (what he defines as ethnic as 

opposed to religious rubrics of Jewish identity) among American Jews through 

questions about feeling a sense of belonging to the Jewish people, feelings about 

Jewish victimization (i.e., Holocaust and anti-Semitism), and feelings of 

responsibility to Jews worldwide. He defines Israel attachment (another rubric of 

ethnic identity) through questions about emotional attachment and support for Israel, 

the centrality of Israel in one’s sense of being Jewish, and Israel’s role in sustaining 

Jewish life in the Diaspora. Finally, Saxe et al (2002) measure Birthright participants’ 

sense of Jewish peoplehood through questions about feelings towards Israel, 

Holocaust remembrance, organizational support, and connection to the Jewish people.  

All three principles of Jewish peoplehood are relevant to Israel experience 

mifgashim. While the second principle relates more to program providers and their 

educational approach, the first and third principles are linked to the participants and 

the actual experience. By their intercultural make-up and inclusion of Israeli and 

Diaspora Jews, mifgashim programs introduce the multi-dimensional nature of Jewish 

identity and belonging. They also provide a prism in which to acknowledge difference 

without the threat of abandoning loyalty or identification with one another. For 

example, this occurs when encountering the Israeli army and recognizing the different 

realities of Israeli and Diaspora youth between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one.  

Most overtly, Israel experience mifgashim, especially longer or extended 

programs, provide multiple frameworks for participants to explore a range of 
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commonalities and historic connections among Jews, and to create relevant and 

personally meaningful Jewish connections within the micro-community. This occurs 

during site visits, educational activities, formal or informal discussions between small 

and large groups, and unstructured timeframes. For example, visits to Holocaust 

memorials, discussions about the historical and contemporary importance of Israel to 

the Jewish people, Shabbat experiences with Israeli families, and activities that create 

and enact Jewish ritual all provide an opportunity for social, emotional and cognitive 

connection and for feelings of familism and transcended belonging. 

 

C. Jewish Peoplehood Education  

Informal Jewish education is one arena for enhancing Jewish belonging and 

peoplehood, with educational travel programs in Israel as a primary means (Chazan 

1994), and intercultural encounters as a specific tool. “The combination of travel to 

and contact with other places and people is the most powerful agency for Jewish 

Peoplehood education,” (Ezrachi 2001: 17), with educational success dependent on 

individuals viewing Jewish belonging as meaningful (Kopelowitz 2003). 

Israel programs are an "educational encounter with Israel and Judaism directed 

toward Jewish teens and college-age adults" (Mittelberg 1999: 13). From its 

inception, the goal of the program was to affect the development of Jewish identity 

and identification among young people (Hochstein 1986; Chazan 1994), promote 

Jewish continuity in Diaspora communities (Mittelberg 1994), and strengthen 

participants’ “commitment to Judaism, the Jewish people, and Israel” (Bar-Shalom 

1998a: 5). In the past, these programs focused solely on Diaspora Jewish youth, the 

identity and continuity concerns of Diaspora communities, and the organizational 

goals of the particular program. Researcher and educators sometimes criticized 
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programs for operating in a “bubble,” creating a Diaspora narrative with Israel as a 

backdrop, and making little effort for “real” contact with Israel or Israelis (Bar-

Shalom 1998a; Goldberg 2002; Heilman 2002). Today, however, Israel programs 

incorporate Israeli youth and address issues related to Jewish identity, peoplehood, 

and commitment to the Jewish people for both national groups. 

Short educational programs in Israel (those lasting under two months) began 

in the 1950's, increased in size in the late 1960's following the Six-Day War, and 

reached a peak in the 1980's and 1990's. During the 1980's, the term “The Israel 

experience” came to replace “Israel trips” or “Israel programs,” acknowledging the 

importance of experiential aspects in the educational experience for identity 

development (Dewey 1938; Chazan 2002). Such programs targeted Diaspora Jewish 

teens in their later high school years for four to eight week summer programs (E. 

Cohen 1994). Longer programs (six months or more) developed alongside shorter 

programs, mostly for university-age students. Adult Israel programs tended to be 

characterized as “missions” for lay leaders and potential donors, and are today 

complemented by other types of trips, such as professional development programs for 

Jewish educators or communal workers.   

Initially educational programs in Israel were organized by Jewish educational 

institutions in North America and Israel that targeted young people affiliated by 

particular age, geographical, religious, or ideological groupings (Cohen and Wall 

1994). However, more recently educators and community leaders have sought to 

include additional Diaspora populations in the Israel experience. In the aftermath of 

the 1990 National Jewish Population Study (NJPS), which showed a 52% 

intermarriage rate (later found to be slightly inflated) and other measures of decreased 

Jewish identity (Goldstein 1992), alarmed Jewish American leaders searched for the 
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best means to ensure the community’s Jewish future. Relying on research that showed 

a positive connection between Jewish education and Jewish identity (Bock 1976; 

Himmelfarb 1984; Dashefsky 1992; Fishman 1993a, 1993b; Lipset 1994; Cohen 

1995b; Schiff 1995; Cohen 1997), and additional research indicating a positive 

association between participation in Israel programs and Jewish identity (Chazan 

1994; Mittelberg 1994), the Israel experience became “the watchword for attaining 

Jewish continuity” (Mittelberg 1994: viii).  

Established in 1999, Birthright Israel (Taglit) “arose out of a deep concern that 

Jewish identity, and the connection of Jews to the land and people of Israel, needed to 

be strengthened in Jewish communities throughout the world” (Saxe et al 2002). The 

program targets less affiliated young adults (between the ages of eighteen and twenty-

six) from around the world for free ten day educational programs in Israel. In addition 

to identifying as Jews, eligibility requires no past participation in a peer educational 

program in Israel after the age of twelve (Saxe et al 2002). To date, some 120,000 

Jewish young adults from fifty-one countries have participated in Birthright Israel, 

including Israeli participants (Birthright Israel website). 

In addition to active efforts to increase the number of Diaspora youth 

participating in the Israel experience in recent years, educators also sought the 

participation of Israeli youth. Within the Israel experience context, the term 

mifgashim refers to organized intercultural encounters between high school students 

and between college-age Jewish youth from Israel and abroad. Encounter programs 

range in length from a few days (what I refer to as short-term or module) to the full 

extent of the Israel experience (what I refer to as long-term or extended), depending 

on the ideology of the educational provider (Bar-Shalom 1998a). While a handful of 

Israel programs included structured encounters in the past, today the number of Israel 
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experience mifgashim has expanded exponentially. In fact, almost all programs for 

teens and young adults (and a significant number of adult programs) currently include 

structured encounters. The number of mifgashim increased with the establishment of 

the Mifgashim Center in 1994, a move that institutionalized the intercultural 

encounter as an educational tool within the Israel experience, despite the center 

closing in 2001 (Kopelowitz 2003). The number of mifgashim continued to grow as a 

result of Birthright standards requiring a formal encounter as part of their ten day 

program (Saxe et al 2002). 

The mifgash or encounter is a response to the widening gap between Israel and 

Diaspora communities and represents a practical means for generating positive ties 

between Israel and Diaspora Jews (E. Cohen 2000). Educators see it as a useful tool 

for promoting a sense of belonging and understanding about the other (Ezrachi and 

Sutnick 1997), and for deriving and constructing meaningful Jewish identity with 

peoplehood and partnership at its core for both Israeli and Diaspora youth (Chazan 

1994; Bar-Shalom 1998b). As Chazan suggests, the mifgash,  

 offers the opportunity for intensive and meaningful cross-cultural exchange of young 

Jews from abroad with young Jews in Israel. The meeting with Israelis becomes a 

“site” as much as historical or religious venues…Mifgashim become windows into 

the psyche and soul of each other’s culture, as well as a powerful force for creating or 

deepening the notion of the unity and oneness of the Jewish people (Chazan 2002:  

11).  

The mifgash also sets out to provide participants from different national groups a 

space to reflect on their Jewish identity while seeing and hearing about different ways 

of being or doing Jewish.  

Mifgashim programs reflect an educational shift in how to strengthen Jewish 

identity and connection to Israel during the Israel experience. Kopelowitz (2003) 
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suggests that the Jewish identity of individual Jews and the connection between 

individual Jews and the Jewish collective, in both Israel and the Diaspora, may be 

more effectively strengthened by connecting them to other Jews. Thus, the “good trip 

is not solely concerned with historical sites, monuments, and edifices, [but] it also 

focuses on people” (Chazan 1994: 17). Through shared experiential activities, 

hanging out, listening to music, and discussions, Jews from different parts of the 

world have the opportunity to strengthen feelings of Jewish unity and build 

peoplehood (ibid).  

Additionally, mifgashim programs set out to provide a practical means for 

getting Diaspora groups out of their bubble and for introducing them to “Israeli 

reality” over the course of the Israel experience (Bar-Shalom 1998a; E. Cohen 2000). 

For Israelis, mifgashim programs set out to provide an educational arena for 

addressing a growing concern among Jewish leaders over the waning “Jewishness” or 

Jewish identity among Israelis (see, e.g., Auron 1995; Ben-Bassat; 1995; Liebman 

and Katz 1997). 

Bar-Shalom (1998a) notes that mifgashim organizers believe that:   

• The mifgash reduces the number of stereotypes about Israelis which are created 

by casual encounters... 

• The mifgash allows both Israelis and Diaspora participants to grow emotionally 

and socially. 

• The mifgash enables both sides to expand their Jewish horizons by learning to 

appreciate each other’s different perceptions of Judaism (Bar-Shalom 1998a: 6).  

Empirical research shows that the Israel experience generally, and mifgashim 

programs specifically, achieve many of the aforementioned goals. Largely 

quantitative impact studies (that tend to focus on Diaspora participants) reveal success 

with regard to changes in Jewish behaviors and attitudes and in particular, measures 
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of Jewish identity, pro-Israel disposition, a desire to return to Israel, and an increased 

commitment to Jewish involvement (Chazan and Koransky 1997). For example, post-

trip and alumni surveys indicate increased levels of communal affiliation, change in 

religious practice, decreased likelihood of intermarriage among those who travel to 

Israel, and increased levels of support and connection to Israel (Mittelberg 1994; 

Tobin et al 1996; E. Cohen 1996; Isaacs 1997; Cohen and Ganapol 1998; Sales 1999; 

Cohen and Schor 2004; Saxe et al 2006).  

Along with quantitative impact studies, several ethnographic pieces reveal 

changes in the ways that American participants understand and create Jewish identity 

and belonging during the Israel experience. Frank (1996) shows how adolescent 

participants construct a sense of Jewishness during their travel program in Israel. 

Grant (2000) and Kelner (2002) illustrate how Israel programs function as a type of 

Jewish pilgrimage for youth or adult participants, while Kelner et al (2000) show how 

participants construct meaning, both with regard to Jewish peoplehood and Israel, 

during the experience. Goldberg (2002) shows how the intensive travel experience 

connects participants to Israel and to each other, and similarly, Heilman (2002) 

illustrates how group bonding leads to creating a sense of Jewish belonging for group 

members. 

Several studies reveal how mifgashim programs specifically enhance a sense 

of Jewish belonging and peoplehood for Diaspora Jews. These studies indicate that 

most foreign youth who participate in module encounters feel more connected to 

Israel and Israelis, and report gaining Israeli friends. They also mark time spent with 

Israeli peers and home hospitality with Israeli families as highlights of their 

experience (Tobin et al 1996; Bar-Shalom 1998a; Cohen and Cohen 2000; Goldberg 

2002). “I feel more connected to people in Israel. We stayed with them for four days 
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and that was the best part...I didn’t expect them to be so friendly. I gained so many 

Israeli friends and I felt like I knew them my entire life” (Tobin et al 1996: 31). Israeli 

and American participants themselves say that having fun with Israelis, gaining Israeli 

friends, and spending time with Israeli teenagers and their families are the most useful 

methods for American youth to better understand Israel (E. Cohen 1996; Findling-

Andy and Spector 1997; Bar-Shalom 1998a). They also believe mifgashim are the 

best way to improve both the quality and impact of Israel programs (E. Cohen 2000).  

In addition to what the encounter does for Diaspora youth, the mifgash gives 

Israeli participants a broader insight into the concept of Jewish identity (Bar-Shalom 

1998b). One study suggests that the mifgash provides an opportunity for both Israeli 

and American participants to perceive and define Jewishness in alternative ways and 

ultimately, to deliberate on Israel - Diaspora relations (Bar-Shalom 1998a) “The 

mifgash, particularly the home hospitality element, brings Diaspora teens to the 

realization that Israelis’ Jewishness is really very different from their own…The 

Israelis on the other hand, are surprised to find a group of people their own age who 

feel very Jewish and express it so differently” (ibid: 20-21). Bar-Shalom notes how 

Israelis often steer discussions about different understandings of Judaism “to what 

they perceive as the most important and meaningful thing they do as Jews: serving in 

the army” (ibid: 23).  

Most of the earlier studies focus exclusively on American participants and 

how they construct identity and belonging during experiences in Israel. In contrast, 

the current work looks at how an intercultural group creates a sense of Jewish 

belonging together. It explores which site visits, group activities, and discussions 

provide the opportunity for reflection on issues of identity and belonging, and how 
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these programs provide an opportunity to build Jewish peoplehood as an intercultural 

group.  

Following Bar-Shalom’s (1998a) suggestion that the mifgash provides an 

opportunity to perceive different ways of defining Jewishness, the current work looks 

at how American and Israeli participants become aware and understand different 

definitions, and how they attempt to create new meanings together. Specifically, it 

looks at how non-programmed timeframes (including home hospitality weekends) and 

cross-cultural friendships help build an understanding about different ways of being 

or expressing one’s Jewish self.  In addition, this work explores the role of the army in 

defining Israeli and Jewish identity, through the eyes of members of both national 

groups. Most notably, it looks at how and when experiential activities and group 

discussions help intercultural groups perceive service in the Israeli army as a 

meaningful aspect of Jewish peoplehood.  

 

II. As a result of the mifgash experience, do participants have a better 

understanding of the other national group? What approaches to intergroup 

interaction are used to promote understanding about self and other and create a 

sense of Jewish belonging? 

 
A. Intergroup Relations and the Contact Hypothesis 

Israel experience mifgashim are a particular type of intercultural encounter. While 

tied by a sense of Jewish belonging or peoplehood, Israeli and Diaspora youth are 

nevertheless two distinct social groups. Thus, the encounter can be placed in a broader 

context of social science research regarding intergroup relations and dynamics 

associated with organized contact, encounters, or interactions between groups.   
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Intergroup relations imply relationships between different groups and their 

members (Sherif and Sherif 1969: 223).  More specifically, they include “any aspect 

of human interaction that involves individuals perceiving themselves as members of a 

social category, or being perceived by others as belonging to a social category” 

(Taylor and Moghaddam 1987: 6). While this definition incorporates any type of 

contact situation and social category, the dissertation looks specifically at structured 

or organized intercultural interactions, a subset of intergroup contact associated with 

encounters between cultural or national groups. It explores how intercultural group 

members behave towards one another during extended structured contact, and how 

they negotiate the boundaries between national groups during interaction. 

The contact hypothesis, a useful theory for addressing the role of contact 

between groups (Allport 1954; Cook 1962, 1978; Amir 1969), claims that organized 

contact between members of different groups can improve relations between them 

(Brown and Turner 1981). Early versions of the hypothesis assert that contact alone is 

insufficient for bringing about attitudinal change or improved relations between 

groups. These versions focus on the precise form of contact needed to bring about 

improved change in attitude. Specifically, a positive outcome is most likely when 

contact is between equal status participants, pursuing common goals, in a cooperative 

(rather than competitive) environment, and within an atmosphere of social and 

institutional support (Allport 1954; Brown and Turner 1981; Pettigrew 1998). 

Intimate contact, rather than that which is trivial, is also preferable (Allport 1954). 

Others argue for contact with “acquaintance potential” (Cook 1962), or contact that is 

“nonsuperficial and offer[s] people the opportunity to get to know one another as 

individuals” (Stephan and Stephan 1996: 66). More recent versions of the contact 

hypothesis add conditions that include the need for opportunities to promote 
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interpersonal relations, and the possibility for members of different groups to become 

friends (Pettigrew 1998). Recent research also claims that societal and personal 

factors, such as socialization practices and personality traits, play an integral role in 

successful contact (Stephan and Stephan 1996). Empirical work shows that contact 

situations that do not meet favorable criteria, or take place under unfavorable 

conditions, may lead to increased tension and prejudice between the groups (Amir 

1969).  

The contact hypothesis is relevant insofar as there are clear and separate social 

groups divided along some criteria – such as, ethnicity, race, religion, or nationality – 

within a contact situation. In organized intercultural contact situations, the division is 

generally clear to participants. Within Israel experience mifgashim, young Israeli and 

American Jews enter the encounter knowing that they are divided along cultural and 

national lines, even if they share some commonalities. Although they are not groups 

in conflict, historic tensions exist between these groups, as do stereotypes, prejudices, 

and preconceived notions about the other. Even shared commonalities, such as being 

Jewish and attachment to the State of Israel, are often sources of disagreement and 

points of departure between the groups.  

Two pieces of ethnographic research examine intercultural contact between 

Israeli and Diaspora Jews in Jewish educational settings. In his doctoral dissertation, 

Ezrachi (1994) studies encounters between American and Israeli Jews in American 

Jewish summer camps. He looks at what happens during contact within the camps, 

exploring both positive and negative aspects to derive the conditions leading to 

positive contact. He considers the elements that play a role in interactions, such as 

location, “home turf advantages,” the clash of cultures and religious understandings, 

and communication issues. Bar-Shalom’s (1998a) study of several short-term Israel 
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experience mifgashim leads him to suggest a modified version of the contact 

hypothesis with specific conditions for a successful encounter between Israeli and 

Diaspora youth: 

• All of the participants in the encounter are treated equally within the encounter. 

• The contact is between members of a majority group and members of the higher 

stratum of a minority group. 

• The social climate promotes favorable contact. 

• The contact is intimate rather than group based. 

• The contact is pleasant and rewarding. 

• The members of the group interact in functionally important activities while 

developing shared goals (Bar-Shalom 1998a: 7). 

The conditions for successful contact (as discussed in the general literature) 

apply to extended Israel experience mifgashim. The current work considers those 

conditions associated with pursuing common goals in a non-competitive environment, 

intimate and non-superficial contact, and the acquaintance or friendship potential 

between different groups. Bar-Shalom’s (1998a) modified version of the contact 

hypothesis also applies to extended Israel experience programs. Most relevant to the 

current work are the role of the social climate in promoting favorable contact, intimate 

versus group based contact, pleasant and rewarding contact, and the types of activities 

that promote shared goals. Finally, Ezrachi’s (1994) considerations of location and 

home turf advantage are also relevant to extended Israel experience mifgashim. 

 

B. Social Identity Theory and Social Categorization 

As a particular type of intercultural encounter, social identity theory and the process 

of social categorization play a role in intergroup contact during Israel experience 

mifgashim. Tajfel and Turner (1979) developed the social identity theory, a social 
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psychological theory of intergroup relations, group processes, and the social self 

(Hogg et al 1995). The theory is defined as “that part of an individual’s self-concept 

which derives from his knowledge of his membership [in] a social group (or groups) 

together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” 

(Tajfel 1978b: 63). “Our self-concepts are our views of ourselves. Our views of 

ourselves are derived from how we view ourselves in particular situations and from 

our views of ourselves as members of various groups, our identities” (Gudykunst 

1998: 13). 

Social identity refers to the social groups (or categories) to which one feels a 

sense of belonging, aspires to belong, or shares important values (Crozier 1997; Hogg 

et al 1995). A social category or identity may be based on roles played (mother, 

student, CEO), demographic categorization (nationality, gender, age), membership in 

particular organizations (political affiliation, sports team), vocations (musician, social 

scientist), or even stigmatized groups to which one belongs (ex-convicts, being 

homeless, AIDS carrier) (Gudykunst 1998; Hogg et al 1995). Social categories are 

useful in how we perceive, and how we socially act and behave. Social categories also 

promote a sense of belonging, giving individuals a sense of self-worth and identity 

(Petronio et al 1998).  

Social identity develops as an individual determines that “I am a member of a 

group,” with different identities forming as the individual becomes aware of 

belonging to more than one group. Identity salience is determined by the situation or 

context. That is, a particular social identity emerges when the individual sees herself 

as a member of one group, the ingroup, vis-à-vis another group, the outgroup (Deaux 

1993). The individual determines that, “right now I am a member of this group, 

because I am not a member of that group.” 
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This is known as the process of social categorization, a process that allows 

individuals to order the social environment by grouping self and others in a way that 

makes sense to them (Tajfel 1978b). Through social categorization, individuals group 

those “they consider equivalent in functionally important respects in contrast 

to…others they consider different from the former” (Simon 1999: 48). Essentially, it 

is “a process that connects individuals to groups” and “turns me into us, and at the 

same time it reflects and accentuates the contrast between us and them” (ibid). 

Furthermore, social categorization involves a process of depersonalization, wherein 

individuals assign typical or representative characteristics to both the self and the 

other once a particular social identity becomes salient. The process also highlights a 

sense of similarity within groups and difference between groups (Brown and Turner 

1981).  

Chryssochoou’s (2000) work on multicultural societies challenges theory 

development regarding social identity and social categorization by focusing on 

multiple identities. He argues that there is not always a clear ingroup and outgroup (or 

a clear “us” and “them”), and in fact, there are times when one person may be 

regarded as part of the ingroup by some, and part of the outgroup by others. He 

suggests that the complexity of a dynamic globalized world obliges us to think 

beyond such dichotomies (Chryssochoou 2000).  

Both social group identity and social categorization have consequences for 

structured intergroup interaction (Chryssochoou 2000). Within the context of 

extended Israel experience mifgashim, participants separate into different social 

identities along cultural or national lines (American and Israeli), and they also share 

particular social categories or identities (Jewish and youth). The current work looks at 

the interplay between distinct and overlapping social identities during intercultural 
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group experiences. It also examines situations where shared identities become salient, 

leading to changes in ingroup - outgroup distinctions. 

 

C. Desired Outcomes and Approaches to Structured Contact 

As the mifgash is a particular type of intercultural interaction, desired outcomes and 

various approaches to structured intergroup contact are relevant to how participants 

experience both their own group and the other national group during Israel experience 

encounters.  

The social-psychological literature presents four distinct types of outcomes 

that structured intergroup programs might seek to achieve (Horenczyk and Bekerman 

2002). Three outcomes relate to changes in attitude and behavior towards an 

outgroup, and consist of a change in attitudes towards a particular social category, an 

increased complexity of intergroup perceptions (such as perceiving the outgroup as 

more heterogeneous than at the start of the interaction), and a change in the perceived 

usefulness of a social category for interpersonal contact (Brewer and Miller 1988). 

The fourth type of outcome, based on the notion that identities emerge during social 

interaction, focuses on participants reflecting on their own cultural identities while 

considering the other’s identities during the encounter (Horenczyk and Bekerman 

2002).  

Researchers discuss several “seemingly divergent strategies…for facilitating 

integration between groups,” with each strategy using the “social identity theory as its 

starting point” (Vivian et al 1997: 14). Within structured intergroup contact situations, 

each strategy or approach promotes a distinct form of behavior as the optimal means 

to “successful” contact, with success dependent on particular objectives associated 
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with the various types of outcomes and set by program planners and organizers 

(Horenczyk and Bekerman 2002). 

The first strategy, the interpersonal or decategorized model (Brewer 1996; 

Vivian et al 1997) suggests that positive change in attitude occurs when participants 

treat members of the other social group “as individuals rather than as members of 

distinct social groups” (Stephan and Stephan 1996: 67). Supporters of interpersonal 

contact believe that “intergroup contact should be structured in a way that reduces the 

salience of boundaries separating groups, thus facilitating interactions that are more 

interpersonally oriented,” and replacing social categories as the most useful means for 

classification (Vivian et al 1997: 15).  They suggest that “non-category based” 

interactions allow participants to discover similarities, such as those regarding values 

and attitudes (Horenczyk and Bekerman 2002). Decategorized proponents argue that, 

“differentiated and personalized interactions are necessary before intergroup contact 

can lead to group acceptance and reduction of social competition” (Brewer and Miller 

1984: 288), believing that group members will first change their beliefs and feelings 

towards the individual in which they are in direct contact, and only later change their 

attitude towards the other group as a whole (Amir 1976). The “social experience of 

most people is that interpersonal encounters tend to be more pleasant and supportive” 

whereas intergroup encounters “tend to be more unpleasant and confrontational” 

(Hoyle 1989: 365), another argument in favor of interpersonal contact. Within Israel 

experience mifgashim, this means allowing young people to meet as like-minded 

individuals who look to form bonds and friendships with other individuals.  

The second strategy, the model of mutual intergroup differentiation (Vivian et 

al 1997), distinct social identity (Brewer 1996), or categorized contact (Horenczyk 

and Bekerman 2002), contends that participants should be “seen primarily as group 
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members rather than as individuals” (Stephan and Stephan 1996: 67). Supporters 

argue that the contact situation must be defined as intergroup, rather than 

interpersonal, and maintain salient group boundaries in order to maximize the 

possibility that group members will generalize any positive changes to the outgroup as 

a whole. Advocates note that when ingroup members treat outgroup members as 

individuals, rather than as members of a separate social group, it is unlikely that the 

interactions will produce change in attitude towards the outgroup as a whole. They 

also believe that “interpersonal interactions are less likely to change intergroup 

relations because the individual outgroup members will not be viewed as members of 

social groups” (ibid). Within the present contact situation, this means that members 

must see the other as either Israeli or American. 

The third strategy, the common ingroup identity, superordinate, or 

recategorized contact model (Brewer 1996; Vivian et al 1997), suggests that 

“cooperative contact reduces intergroup bias and hostility through transformation of 

members’ cognitive representations of an intergroup situation from one involving two 

groups to a more inclusive ‘common ingroup identity’” (Vivian et al, 1997: 26). 

Proponents indicate that intergroup attitudes can be improved through a contact 

situation that maximizes common interests for the emergence of cooperation, and 

minimizes divisive interests for the avoidance of conflict (Sherif 1967). Supporters 

suggest a retransformation or recategorization of the two groups into one cohesive 

ingroup with a shared social identity during intergroup interaction. The goal is to 

move from an “us” and “them” mentality into a “we” framework. In the present 

context, the two superordinate identities are Jewish and youth. 

The fourth strategy, subcategorized contact, is a “dual identity” model with 

the goal of maximizing “the benefits of both the recategorization and the 
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categorization strategies” (Horenczyk and Bekerman 2002: 4). In the present case, the 

aim is to inculcate a particular superordinate identity, Jewish or youth, without 

ignoring the distinct social categories of Israeli or American. 

Finally, the cross-categorized (Horenczyk and Bekerman 2002) model 

suggests that since individuals belong to a network of membership categories that 

intersect rather than lie side by side (Deschamps and Doise 1978), “competing bases 

for group categorization could reduce the importance of one category and force the 

perceiver to classify other individuals on multiple dimensions at the same time” 

(Horenczyk and Bekerman 2002: 4). That is, while individuals belong to an ingroup 

or outgroup in one social grouping, they may all belong to the same ingroup in 

another social grouping. The strategy allows intergroup members from one cultural 

group to realize that they share some social identities or categories with some 

members of the other group. Cross-categorized contact differs from subcategorized 

and recategorized contact, for example, in the variety of youth subcultures, each with 

the potential to unite some members of the two national groups while separating them 

from members of their own national group. In the present context, participants are 

divided by national identity, but at the same time, they are all youth, involved in 

various forms of contemporary youth culture.  

While divergent in their approach to intergroup contact, and while advocates 

for each type of contact claim their model as most favorable, the strategies are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive. Stephenson (1981, 1984) argues that neglect of the 

relation between intergroup and interpersonal processes impedes the emergence of a 

strategy for reconciling interpersonal and intergroup considerations. Recent 

theoretical and empirical findings indicate that “intergroup contact under cooperative 

conditions initiates interpersonal, decategorizing processes as well as group level, 
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recategorizing processes that are each capable of reducing intergroup bias and 

conflict” (Jones et al 2000: 56). Pettigrew (1998) suggests that a sequence of 

intergroup interactions should begin with decategorized interaction, followed by 

mutual differentiation, and then recategorization. These researchers indicate that a 

combination of strategies allows programs to achieve a variety of objectives and 

desired outcomes.  

In addition to the mentioned behavioral strategies, another way of approaching 

structured contact is as a boundary negotiation (Petronio et al 1998). Boundaries are 

determined by the “context of an interaction and the identities that emerge within it” 

(Petronio et al 1998: 589). Negotiating the boundary of interaction “is a dynamic 

process that depends on managing the tension between integration and separation” 

(ibid: 579). Events within social contexts “challenge identities and redefine the 

boundaries of the social groups” (Chryssochoou 2000: 343). 

Boundary negotiation during extended intercultural encounters is an ongoing 

and dynamic process involving shifts that maintain and blur boundaries (Petronio et al 

1998). The shifts are connected to changing social settings and contexts, the range of 

social identities held by group members, changes in identity salience over the course 

of an extended encounter, and changes in behaviors during extended contact (see, e.g., 

Sherif 1967; Brown and Turner 1981; Palmonari et al 1984; Gudykunst et al 1988; 

Gallois et al 1995; Wetherell 1996; Furman and Simon 1998). Boundaries are blurred 

as intercultural group members join together, and they are maintained when 

intercultural group members remain divided along a particular identity or category.  

Two studies on Israel experience mifgashim each look at the optimum 

behavioral strategy for bringing about change in perception and attitude about the 

other social group (Horenczyk and Bekerman 1997; Kujawski 2000). Based on 
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surveys of participants in short-term mifgashim programs, Horenczyk and Bekerman 

(1997) suggest that a process of recategorization – where one superordinate identity is 

made salient – may bring about change in group perceptions. As a result of her 

observations of several module programs, Kujawski supports decategorized contact as 

ideal for bringing about change. She suggests that the success of mifgashim “can be 

measured by the degree to which interpersonal relationships develop along cross-

cultural lines” (Kujawski 2000: 2). Her analysis reveals that informal educational 

activities are influential in building interpersonal relations between Israeli and non-

Israeli participants. 

Several studies on Israel experience mifgashim also reveal how and when 

boundary shifts occur within intercultural groups. Through participant observation 

and interviews connected to short-term mifgashim, Feldman and Katz (2002) found 

that small group activities, especially those requiring reliance on others, are useful in 

uniting groups and blurring boundaries. Several studies also show how global youth 

culture helps in blurring boundaries between young Jews from different countries 

(Horenczyk and Bekerman 1997; Kujawski 2002; Wolf and Hoffman 2004). These 

studies reveal the significance of informal timeframes, when participants can hang-out 

in a more naturalistic, low-key manner, in helping intercultural group members bond 

through common interests and aspects of popular culture. In contrast, Bar-Shalom 

(1998a, 1998b) and Feldman and Katz (2002) found that Jewishness or particular 

Jewish aspects of the encounter, such as group prayer, can separate a group along 

national lines and maintain the boundary between groups.  

The previous empirical findings on approaches to structured contact within 

module Israel experience encounters apply to extended encounters as well. The 

current work looks at which strategies arise during long-term mifgashim, when they 
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occur, and to what extent they achieve desired outcomes. In contrast to work on short-

term encounters, this work shows how more than one strategy comes into play during 

extended mifgashim. The current work also sets out to discover what brings on 

particular boundary shifts, when shifts occur, what are the results of these shifts, and 

what behaviors are associated with boundary shifts. Finally, it explores how youth 

identity, Jewish belonging, and peoplehood shift boundaries, and the role they play in 

different approaches to intercultural interactions.  

 

III. Are there particular aspects of youth identity or culture that facilitate 

understanding about the other and build Jewish belonging? 

 
A. Conceptualizing Youth 

In addition to being American and Israeli Jews, participants in Israel experience 

mifgashim are primarily youth. Their status and identity as young people, and their 

participation in a global (Western) youth culture has as much relevance to the context 

as their Jewish and national identities (E. Cohen 2000). How they relate and interact 

with one another during the mifgash is tied in with their identity as youth. Both Israel 

experience programs and youth themselves rely on aspects of youth culture to unite 

intercultural groups and group members.     

Both youth and youth culture have multiple meanings, based on who is using 

and defining the term. Researchers describe youth in four distinct, yet complimentary, 

categories: youth as a biological (or physiological) category, youth as a psychological 

category, youth as a socially distinct category, and youth as a cultural category 

(Weinstein 1994b; Fornas 1995). Jewish youth are a reflection of youth in their larger 

society (Chazan and Cohen 2000; Kadushin et al 2000). “They are influenced and 
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shaped by all of the psychological and sociological factors that affect contemporary 

…youth in general” (Chazan and Cohen 2000: 77).   

Youth as a biological development stage is defined from puberty to the end of 

the body’s growth (Fornas 1995). Age is associated with a particular group going 

through a physiological process of maturation. The literature marks the statistical 

category around fourteen to twenty-four (Gaines 1994) or fifteen to twenty-five  

(Bennett 2001), with a gradual expansion in age-range since World War II, resulting 

in social groupings and cultural constructs no longer limited to young people or 

adolescence (Grossberg 1994; Weinstein 1994b). In both the sociological and 

psychological literature, adolescence is generally marked at about thirteen to nineteen. 

Thus, youth as a biological category includes adolescence, but is not limited to it 

(Weinstein 1994a; Erikson 1968). 

Youth as a psychological life phase extends from adolescence to post-

adolescence (Fornas 1995). Erikson (1968) describes it as a period of searching for 

“‘fidelity’ – something worth believing in and trusting…It is a time of passion and 

intensity, of identification, and belonging” (Grossberg 1994: 32). Within childhood 

and adolescence, the peer group is understood as the context in which personal and 

group identity formation occur (Erikson 1968), and where “outside-the-home 

socialization takes place” (Harris 1995: 1). Peer socialization is especially important 

within a culture where adults play an increasingly distant role in the lives of young 

people (Chazan and Cohen 2000). Peer relations, social networks, and friendship are 

thus understood as extremely important in shaping the identity, attitudes, behavior, 

and values of young people (see, e.g., Coleman 1961; Smith 1962; Erikson 1968; 

Harris 1995, 1998).  
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The social category of youth is associated with their dislocation from adult 

society. The category was originally established after the French Revolution with the 

spread of wealth, a growing need for skill-specialization, and union-like organizations 

that restricted who could work (Weinstein 1994b). Within the United States and Great 

Britain, youth became a universally accepted social category after World War II for 

similar reasons which were connected to industrialization and socio-economic shifts 

(Bennett 2001). First, the middle class grew larger, resulting in a decreased reliance 

on children wages to support the family. Second, young people were increasingly seen 

as disruptive to a limited and skilled workforce, which inevitably dislocated working 

class youth. And third, secondary school education became universal because of an 

emphasis on skilled professionalism and a need for higher education to contribute to 

institutional settings. Youth were ultimately isolated in their schools and the social 

structures that formed around them (see, e.g., Frith 1981; Weinstein 1999). Alienation 

resulted in a “sense of incompleteness and meaninglessness” from “the roles granted 

by adults,” which excluded young people from full integration and participation in 

adult society (Cote and Allahar 1996: 20-21). “When society isolates a group…that 

group will be defined for itself, both by its members and by others. The group will 

develop its own distinctive values, ideals, sentiments, and activities” (Weinstein 

1994b: 68).  

Youth as a distinct social grouping is also associated with a socially defined 

period that is “betwixt and between childhood dependency and adult responsibility” 

(Weinstein 1994a: 9), when young people transition between dependency and 

becoming a provider (Weinstein 1994b). They are dependent without dependency and 

moving towards responsibility without responsibility (Weinstein 1994a).  
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Similar to youth as a social grouping, youth as a culture came out of post-

World War II displacement of young people. In contrast to traditional society, where 

young people imitated adult society, the postwar era resulted in a search for a means 

to express independence from adult society. From its inception, youth culture was 

therefore in opposition to mainstream adult culture (Epstein 1994), with “dress, 

adornment, music, dancing, and slang…asserting independence from adult authority” 

(Roe 1987: 222-223).   

Youth culture also arose as a by-product of socio-economic shifts in the 

postwar era in which young people’s spending powers and financial independence 

increased dramatically. As the consumer industry realized the level of disposable 

income available to young people, they created a youth market, of which music 

became a signifier commodity. In fact, music, especially rock music, became the 

defining characteristic of youth culture and identity (Frith 1981; Weinstein 1994a, 

1999; Bennett 2001).  

Youth as a culture changed in the 1970’s, when focus on a demographic 

grouping of young people ceased, and adult “leisure culture” co-opted youth as a 

symbol of that which was chic and trendy (Weinstein 1994b). Young people 

responded in a variety of ways to adults co-opting their identity. While some chose to 

merge with the mainstream adult culture by taking on commercialized images of 

youth, others refused to lose their unique identity and became marginalized from 

society by forming subversive counter-cultures (Epstein 1994; Weinstein 1994b). 

Many young people found themselves between the extremes, seeking ways to reclaim 

their identity from adult society without becoming marginalized. Starting in the 

1970’s, each decade of youth formed subcultures with “symbolic stakes too high for 

the general leisure culture to co-opt them” (Weinstein 1994b: 78). Markers of these 
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subcultures included particular musical genres and styles of dress (Weinstein 1994b, 

1999). 

Today, youth as a category includes younger children and adults to their mid-

forties who choose participation in youth lifestyles (see, e.g., Weinstein 1994a; 

Longhurst 1995; Bennett 2001). The age-range has increased as a result of factors 

associated with both social grouping and cultural constructs. Most notably, the 

increased range is associated with unemployment, prolonged schooling, psychological 

factors associated with changes in adult lifestyles (e.g., choosing to remain single 

longer, choosing to remain childless), media influence on youthful lifestyles, and the 

consumer industries targeting older individuals as a part of youth culture (Weinstein 

1994a; Bennett 2001).   

At a time when young Jews seek meaningful ways to belong and identify, 

Israel experience programs provide a particular setting in which to promote Jewish 

peoplehood and identity among participants. Within the context of structured 

intercultural encounters, there is also enormous potential to create meaningful Jewish 

belonging with young Jews from different parts of the world.  

Among the aforementioned ways of thinking about youth, their status as a 

cultural category plays the most central role within extended Israel experience 

encounters. Youth culture helps participants cross national boundaries and build a 

sense of Jewish peoplehood. When tensions arise and produce salient national 

identity, particular elements of youth culture, such as shared musical interest, are 

shown to play a role in blurring boundaries and maintaining intergroup connection by 

refocusing on shared categories and identities. The current work explores how and 

when this occurs.  
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Age and psychological stage also play a role in extended encounters. The 

current work looks at how younger and older youth experience the mifgash and 

particular activities within it differently. Their cognitive abilities play a role in how 

they understand differences between the groups and how they construct Jewish 

belonging. Psychologically, participants are in a stage where they seek meaningful 

personal and group identity. The extended mifgash provides them an opportunity to 

explore Jewish belonging and construct a sense of peoplehood that is meaningful to 

them, both as a group and as individuals.  

 

B. Contemporary Youth Culture and Music as Microcosm 

As mentioned, youth culture is central to extended encounters. Among its defining 

characteristics, music is the most conspicuous facet of youth culture seen during Israel 

experience mifgashim. Aspects of youth culture and music provide safe spaces and 

places of comfort for participants to relax and unwind during an intensive travel 

experience. They also provide an age-appropriate means for participants to cross 

national boundaries and connect interpersonally with like-minded individuals who 

share similar tastes, styles, or abilities regardless of national categories. Educators use 

music to bring a group of young Jews together, often using Hebrew music and dance 

to enact Jewish and social rituals.  

Early sociological research on youth culture focused heavily on subversive 

sub- and counter-cultures, especially elements connected to working class (and later, 

middle class) white males. This early research saw subculture as a social pathology 

(Epstein 1994). In contrast, contemporary research on youth culture is more diverse, 

highlighting a range of lifestyles and subcultures, acknowledging the interplay of 

race, ethnicity, and gender, and recognizing the multileveled and complex nature of 
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social networks within youth culture (Weinstein 1994a; Crozier 1997; Furman and 

Simon 1998).  

The term subculture now appears as a means to differentiate between 

subgroups within youth culture, and is not necessarily associated with pathology. It is 

defined as “the expressive form of young people’s shared social and material 

experience… distinguished by the distinct values, beliefs, symbols, and actions which 

certain youth employ to attend to, and cope with, their shared cultural experience” 

(Epstein 1994: xiii). Although particular features help distinguish between 

subcultures, there are also commonalities between subcultures, and multiple levels of 

interconnection between subculture networks (Furman and Simon 1998), 

“characterized by a series of floating memberships and fluid boundaries between 

groups” (Bennett 2001: 21). 

Recent literature on youth culture also differs from past literature in its 

approach to the raison d’etre of youth culture itself. Some sociologists argue that 

whereas youth culture in the modern era centered on independence and separation 

from adult culture, postmodern youth culture is not about autonomy, but rather, a 

“new youth culture is aimed at coping with social complexity and transforming 

alienation into meaning” (Kahane 1997: 3). Current theories argue that the function of 

youth culture is to provide a space for experiences that are youth centered and youth 

specific, and a channel for making sense of their experiences and identities (Hersch 

1999). Since young people tend to have more leisure time than adults, they spend a lot 

of time hanging out with their peers. These timeframes are often seen as fun and 

amusing, and they are also times to create friendships and gain a sense of group 

membership and meaningful identity (Reimer 1995). 
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Regarding youth culture and the Israel experience, past empirical work 

focuses on the importance of making new friends, having fun, and connecting with 

other young people during the experience (Tobin et al 1996; Sales 1999; Cohen and 

Cohen 2000). “Participants pointed to their friendships and time together as the 

defining experience of the summer” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2002: 280). In fact, for all 

the “activities, sights, ceremonies, and symbols, Israel seems to have played a smaller 

role” than expected (ibid), while time spent with other young people is what 

determined success in the eyes of young participants (Sales 1999).   

I found site seeing to be wonderful, but the thing that made this summer so great was 

the friendships I made. When all is said and done in ten years I won’t remember 

everything I saw but the people I went with will be in my mind forever (ibid: 3).  

The empirical research also indicates the importance of group solidarity or 

cohesion to participants. Studies show that American youth want bonding and express 

a desire for more unstructured free time to relax, hang-out, and socialize with friends, 

with some expressing a specific desire to socialize with Israeli youth (E. Cohen 1996; 

Tobin et al 1996; Sales 1999; Goldberg 2002). Israeli youth also profess an interest in 

meeting foreign peers, especially from a Western culture. They want to hang-out and 

have fun with these youth, and some admit to the desire for a romantic interlude, 

while others hope to gain friends that they can later visit abroad (Bar-Shalom 1998b). 

Bar-Shalom (1998a, 1998b) found that global youth culture helps in bringing a group 

together, while Heilman (2002) found that group bonding creates a sense of Jewish 

belonging within the group. 

Music is a microcosm of both past and present youth culture. It functions as a 

means “of defining the self, creating collective excitement, and bringing about 

solidarity and subculture consciousness” (Epstein 1994: xx). Music is the primary 
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place of subculture definition, providing the “security of identification with other like-

minded peers” (Crozier 1997: 73) and “a means of distinguishing one peer group from 

another (Frith 1981: 215). Musical preference is both socially influenced and 

connected to particular social identities, such as gender identity and minority identity. 

Young people socialize around music based on similarity in interest, taste, fashion, 

and lifestyle (Bennett 2001). With the help of international marketing and broadcasts, 

and increased mobility of artists, music today provides the opportunity for global 

subculture identity and solidarity as youth around the world (but especially in affluent 

Western societies) listen to the same music. Today, genres such as soft rock, pop 

music, and even show tunes define particular subcultures of youth.  

  Whether consumed or produced, sharing music is a social experience 

(Hargreaves and North 1997). Research indicates that the amount of time that 

American and European youth devote to music consumption is at its peak in 

adolescence, and is a large part of their leisure time activities (Crozier 1997; Edwards 

1999; Flammer and Schaffner 2003). The “music-making process also functions as an 

opportunity for young people to have fun, talk, meet new people and learn musical 

skills from each other,” and it is also “utilized as a means of equipping young people 

with social and communicative skills which are of use across a broad range of 

situations and circumstances encountered in everyday life” (Bennett 2001: 149).  

Music is perhaps the most noticeable feature and a useful example of youth 

culture within the Israel experience (Goldberg 2002; Heilman 2002). It plays a 

significant role in both structured and non-structured elements of the program. It 

serves as a type of lingua franca – functioning as a common language where no one 

group has an advantage – for interaction and communication between young 

participants. Music often cultivates a particular mood during site visits, and it 
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functions as a calming device or “soundspace” (Goldberg 2002) during difficult 

programs, as a release after the program, or at the end of a long day. During non-

structured timeframes, music most observably plays a role when a group travels on 

the bus. Heilman (2002) views “musical accompaniment as a key feature of [the bus] 

environment” (Heilman 2002: 214). Along with other features of youth culture, music 

helps in negotiating boundaries between young people (see, e.g., Palmonari et al 

1984; Furman and Simon 1998). In some instances music unites a full intercultural 

group, while at other times, it helps to cross-categorize or decategorize groups and 

bring together individuals with similar interests or tastes, helping them form 

interpersonal relations (Wolf and Hoffman 2004). 

The current works shows how youth culture, and especially music, functions 

during extended Israel experience encounters. As seen in past work, music plays a 

role in both structured activities and non-structured timeframes. This work explores 

how and when music sets a mood or acts as a soundspace, and it also looks at 

different strategies or approaches invoked as music facilitates boundary negotiation 

between cultural groups.   

 

IV. Does age of participants make a difference? 

While both teens and young adults qualify as youth according to the aforementioned 

definitions, clear differences exist between these groups (Chazan and Cohen 2000). 

Leading up to Birthright Israel, researchers, community leaders, and educators began 

to explore the role of age in achieving goals during the Israel experience. Several 

studies found that “there is some evidence that traveling to Israel during college is an 

important predictor of later engagement in Jewish life” (Saxe et al 2002). Ukeles 

(1994) found that college-age visits to Israel have a longer lasting impact than do 
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family trips or teen programs. Israel and Mittelberg (1998) found that individuals who 

first went to Israel during their college-age years were more engaged in adult Jewish 

life than were those who first visited Israel during high school. Research on Birthright 

backs these earlier findings, showing high levels of impact and program success (Saxe 

et al 2000, 2001, 2002, 2004). Yet, findings on teen programs are also positive and 

indicate high levels of success (see, e.g., Mittelberg 1994; Tobin et al 1996; E. Cohen 

1996; Isaacs 1997; Cohen and Ganapol 1998; Sales 1999), and both groups continue 

to be targeted by Israel experience programs.   

With the exception of Wolf and Hoffman (2004), who studied two Birthright 

groups, all past mifgashim research focuses on teen participants. The current study 

explores both teen and young adult programs, noting differences in both the 

experience itself and how age groups interact during the encounter. Contact with the 

army offers the clearest lens for viewing differences in how younger and older youth 

understand Israeli identity. Though less striking, younger and older age groups also 

differ in how they understand American Jewish identity. Little difference is seen in 

how groups create a sense of Jewish peoplehood or belonging.  

 

V. Contributions to the Literature: Encounters between Non-Conflicting Groups 

While the literature on organized intercultural contact generally focuses on groups in 

conflict, non-conflicting groups are also the target for organized encounters. Like 

groups in conflict, non-conflicting groups also bring a level of tension to the 

encounter – whether based on history or cultural differences – and they also 

experience difficulty in their interactions and in their effort to understand one another. 

Whereas the goals of organized encounters between groups in conflict are 

reconciliation and conflict reduction, these are not necessarily the goals of non-
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conflicting groups. Thus, the current research adds a particular dimension to the 

research on organized intercultural encounters, focusing on non-hostile groups with 

historical tensions.  

Mifgashim programs in Israel are both growing in quantity and in importance 

within the Jewish world. The relationship between Israel and Diaspora Jewish 

communities continues to be complex, especially between the two main epicenters – 

Israel and the American Jewish community – with the gap between them widening as 

a sense of need for the other decreases. In the midst of growing complexity and a 

widening gap, both populations increasingly seek people-to-people encounters with 

the other national group, with educators and community leaders seeking to strengthen 

the notion of Jewish peoplehood within the identities of both Israeli and American 

Jews. In recent years, leaders in the informal Jewish educational arena, most notably 

those connected to educational programs in Israel, responded to the call by 

establishing encounter opportunities within almost all Israel experience programs. The 

current work provides a window into people-to-people encounters between Jewish 

young people, with a particular focus on what transpires for program participants with 

regard to understanding the other, discovering similarity and difference, and building 

notions of Jewish peoplehood and belonging.  

 

VI. Structure of the Dissertation 

Following a chapter outlining the dissertation’s methodology, three content chapters 

attempt to answer the research questions by focusing on how participants understand 

each national group and create a sense of Jewish belonging. Particular excerpts from 

the data illustrate findings from the various groups studied, and help answer the 

research questions.   
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The first content chapter looks at how young American Jews understand their 

Israeli peers during encounters with the Israeli army, and how their comprehension of 

the other is received by Israeli youth. The second chapter looks at how young Israeli 

Jews interpret American and Jewish American identity, mostly based on preconceived 

notions, and how their American peers view these understandings. The final 

substantive chapter looks at how intercultural groups understand and create a sense of 

Jewish peoplehood within the framework of Israel experience mifgashim. It focuses 

on times when the group shifts from being two separate national groups into one 

Jewish group tied through history and shared experiences. Content chapters also show 

how participants understand themselves as they grasp an awareness of the other and 

create a sense of Jewish peoplehood.  

Because program participants share a distinct and often salient youth identity 

and culture, elements of both this identity and culture surface throughout the 

encounter. In fact, youth camaraderie often serves as a primary means for uniting an 

intercultural group, even when national identities are made salient. Therefore, 

particular elements of youth culture that arise during the experience are highlighted in 

the content chapters.  

The concluding chapter provides a summary of findings, implications for the 

literature, a discussion regarding the educational considerations, limitations of the 

dissertation, and questions remaining for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Research Methods 

 

I. Setting and Sample 

The setting and sample consists of eight extended Israel experience mifgashim which 

took place between the summers of 1999 and 2004. High school programs and 

Birthright Israel programs are both a part of the sample.  

 While few educational programs offer extended encounters, I nevertheless 

chose to focus on them in order to explore the research questions over the extent of an 

Israel experience. Whereas the sample is not representative, it offers the opportunity 

to explore the research questions at different times and in different situations 

throughout the Israel experience program. It also offers the possibility of comparing 

extended encounters to module encounters to see if, among other things, there is 

added educational value in longer encounters.  

Studying extended encounters also provides ample time to use a grounded 

theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 1994), a method where no firm hypothesis 

or fixed theoretical frame exists before entering the field to collect data. Extended 

encounters present an opportunity to explore the phenomenon with a wide angle lens, 

with each subsequent phase of data collection offering an opportunity to enrich and 

expand constructs while testing developing theories.  

    

A. Setting  

During the summers of 1999 and 2000, I studied intercultural high school programs 

run by Shorashim, a non-profit organization specializing in Israel experience 

programs that build bridges between Israeli and North American Jews. I also studied a 
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total of six intercultural Birthright Israel programs between the winter of 1999 and 

summer of 2004, five of which were run by Shorashim with the sixth run by Da’at 

Travel Services, an educational tour company. 

Shorashim runs Israel programs for youth between the ages of fifteen and 

twenty-five, including a summer camp in Israel, a high school travel program, and 

Birthright Israel programs. Each summer they run between two and four parallel high 

school groups that sometimes overlap while traveling throughout the country. Data 

collection focused primarily on one group each summer (referred to as Eshkol in 1999 

and Meir in 2000), with supplementary data collected on three parallel groups during 

1999 (referred to as Sharett, Rabin, and Begin) when schedules overlapped and 

groups participated in activities together.  

American participants in Shorashim’s high school travel program generally 

begin their summer journey touring Jewish sites in Eastern Europe before coming to 

Israel. During the first summer, a select group of Israelis also participated in the 

European module.  Most of these Israelis (eight out of eleven) were former Shorashim 

campers and members of the Eshkol group. During the second summer, Israelis met 

their American counterparts upon their arrival in Israel, after the European module.  

For the Birthright groups, American participants meet in New York’s JFK 

airport to travel to Israel together, and they meet their Israeli counterparts at Ben 

Gurion airport upon arrival in Israel. Among the Birthright groups in the sample, 

Shorashim exclusively ran two groups (BRI#4 - 5), the participants of which they 

recruited directly via the internet, attracting individuals interested in an intercultural 

Birthright program. The remaining Shorashim groups (BRI#1 - 3) and the Da’at group 

(BRI#6) worked in conjunction with Hillel, an international Jewish organization that 

serves as a Jewish resource on college campuses. When working on Birthright in 
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conjunction with Israel providers, Hillel bears the responsibility for recruiting 

participants and for organizing some educational programming during the experience. 

For some of the combined Hillel groups, recruitment was from a single college 

campus, while for others individuals were included from different campuses. The 

current data shows that the two educational units clash sometimes, because each sees 

itself as the principal educator responsible for the experience. While Hillel focuses on 

particular Jewish conversations that can be built upon after returning back to an 

American college campus, the Israel provider is most interested in Israel education.  

 

B. Sample  

Shorashim’s high school groups include American and Israeli teenagers in their last 

two years of high school. They range in age from fifteen to eighteen, with the 

majority aged sixteen and seventeen. Most American participants originate from a 

suburban enclave within a major Midwestern city. Most live in a sizable Jewish 

community and attend public school where a large percentage of the student body is 

Jewish, and Hebrew is offered as a foreign language. A few participants come from 

other cities and towns, finding their way to Shorashim through relatives or via the 

internet, as they search for a suitable Israel experience program. Among those from 

other locales, some come from equally large Jewish areas, while others come from 

towns with small Jewish populations.  

Merely by participating in high school Israel experience programs, American 

participants represent (at least slightly) more connected American Jews than the 

mainstream American Jewish population. These youth mostly originate from families 

that affiliate with the Reform movement, though some come from unaffiliated, 

Conservative, or Orthodox homes. While some of their families rarely or occasionally 
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attend synagogue services or participate in Shabbat (Sabbath) dinners at home, others 

attend and participate weekly. Furthermore, some families do not affiliate or 

participate in Jewish communal life, while others engage actively. Within the Eshkol 

group, two participants come from religiously observant Jewish homes. They are a 

part of a small minority of Shorashim high school participants who attend Jewish day 

school. Some teen participants had attended Jewish summer camps in the past while 

others had never attended. Finally, American high school participants represent a 

socio-economic spectrum, with the majority falling in the upper-middle to upper class 

range. Some teens are middle class and only participate by way of partial or complete 

financial assistance.  

Israeli high school participants originate from either the Jerusalem area or the 

American feeder city’s “Partnership 2000” region. Their ethnic backgrounds include 

individuals from both Eastern (Mizrachi) and Western (Ashkenazi) families. 

Religiously, most Israeli participants consider themselves part of the “secular” 

mainstream, attending non-religious state-run schools. Yet, similar to the larger Israeli 

population (Levy et al 1997), the vast majority of secular participants observe various 

Jewish traditions, including family Shabbat and holiday dinners. Several Israelis also 

come from religiously observant (dati) or traditional (masorti) homes. Israeli teens 

generally represent the socio-economic mainstream within their residential area. 

While those from the Partnership 2000 region receive full financial support to 

participate in the program, city dwellers pay a small percentage of the American fee, 

with a handful of teens seeking further aid to pay for participation.  

More than half the participants in Eshkol had attended the Shorashim summer 

camp in previous summers, while no one in Sharett, Rabin, or Begin had attended the 
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camp. Among participants in Meir, only a handful had attended the Shorashim camp 

in the past.  

Birthright Israel participants range in age from eighteen to twenty-six. In the 

groups where the Americans are recruited from college campuses, the mean age is 

twenty or younger. In the groups where Americans sign up via the internet, the 

average age is higher, especially in groups appealing to post-college and graduate 

student populations. BRI#1 consists of American college students from a large 

Midwestern state university and Israeli students participating in a yearlong study 

program (mechina) prior to army service. BRI#2 - 3 includes Americans from two 

different Midwestern universities and Israelis from different university campuses. 

BRI#4 - 5 is made up of post-college Americans, with BRI#4 including Israeli 

students and BRI#5 including Israeli soldiers. (While only one group in the sample 

includes soldier participants, Birthright programs increasingly incorporate soldiers 

into mifgash experience.) Finally, BRI#6 consists of American and Israeli students 

from different college campuses.  

American participants in the Birthright sample come from all over the United 

States (with a sporadic participant from another English speaking country). The 

majority who study at the Midwestern universities attended high school in the 

Midwest as well. The mixed groups (where participants do not sign up on campus) 

weigh heavier with East Coast participants. Birthright participants represent a range of 

socio-economic backgrounds, with the majority in the middle to upper-middle class 

range.   

Because a main goal of Birthright Israel is to reach out to less connected Jews, 

and because the program’s rules do not allow individuals who have already 

participated in the Israel experience to enroll in the program (Saxe et al 2002), 
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American Birthright participants represent a wider Jewish spectrum than do high 

school youth. They also reflect generally the Jewish American mainstream with 

regard to Jewish connections and commitment (UJC 2003). While some participants 

originate from Jewishly engaged or affiliated families, others come from Jewishly 

disconnected families. Several participants in the groups hale from families in which 

one parent is not Jewish. Setting their families aside, these independent young adults 

range from highly engaged in Jewish life (on or off campus) to completely 

disengaged. Birthright appeals to some because it offers a free trip to Israel, while it 

fulfills a lifelong dream for others.   

Israeli participants in Birthright Israel come from all over the country and 

represent the socio-economic mainstream. Like the Americans, they represent a wider 

spectrum than high school Israelis in connection with their Jewish lifestyles. While 

some participants are dati or masorti, others consider themselves secular.  

Table 1 lays out the timeframe, group codes (which appear with excerpts in 

substantive chapters), educational providers, and short details about the participants in 

each sample group. It is worth mentioning that I give high school groups pseudonyms, 

using a different though equally meaningful typology used by Shorashim, to 

differentiate between parallel high school groups. In contrast, I use numbers to 

distinguish between Birthright groups, reflecting the program’s use of numbers or 

campus names to characterize groups.   

 

Table 1: Setting and Sample 

Year /Season Group names / 
codes 

 

Educational 
Provider 

Participants 

Summer 1999 Eshkol (main 
group studied) 

Shorashim 
 

Many participants attended 
Shorashim’s camp 
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Sharett, Rabin, 
Begin 

 
Shorashim 

 
No past Shorashim campers 

Winter 1999 - 
2000 

BRI#1 Shorashim 
Hillel 

Americans: Midwest university 
students 
Israelis: Pre-army mechina 
students  

Summer 2000 Meir Shorashim Shorashim campers and non-
campers 

Summer 2001 BRI#2 - 3 
 
 
 
BRI#4 

Shorashim 
Hillel 
 
 
Shorashim 
Hillel 

Americans: Midwest university 
students 
Israelis: Students 
 
Americans: Post-college 
Israelis: Students 

Summer 2004 BRI#5   Shorashim 
 

Americans: Post-college 
Israelis: Soldiers  

Summer 2004 BRI#6 
 

Da’at 
Hillel 

Americans: Mixed students 
Israelis: Students 

 

II. Selecting a Setting and Sample 

The Israel experience mifgash is a Jewish educational context where organized 

intercultural encounters occur. Given the increasingly globalized world, there is an 

expansive list of places and spaces where young Israeli and American Jews interact. 

And yet, there are still few Jewish educational arenas where the two groups meet for 

extended timeframes and with the stated objective of connecting with the other. 

Whether explicit or implicit, the mifgash is meant to facilitate learning about the other 

cultural group while building a sense of Jewish belonging and peoplehood through the 

creation of interpersonal friendships and intercultural bonds.  

With the rise in the number of mifgashim programs, the Israel experience has 

become a significant structured contact point for American and Israeli Jewish youth. 

Although the encounter does not reach all young Jews, it reaches a growing number 

and wider cross-section, especially since the launch of Birthright Israel. As Israel 

experience mifgashim expand exponentially, it thus seems fruitful to study the 
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phenomenon of interaction in this venue in order to find out what is going on during 

these encounters.  

In choosing Israel experience mifgashim as the setting in which to study 

intercultural encounters, the age population is determined automatically. That is, the 

Israel experience refers to educational programs for youth, whether in their high 

school, college, or post-college years. All three groups make up the sample in order to 

explore fully the role of age in extended Israel experience encounters.  

My desire to focus on extended mifgashim with a maximum number of 

Israelis per group also limits the choice of Israel experience programs. Including 

Israeli participants in the Israel experience is an expensive venture. While North 

American participants generally pay thousands of dollars to participate, it is not 

feasible to ask Israelis to pay a similar amount (even after subtracting the cost of 

airfare). Programs therefore seek funding from American Partnership 2000 cities and 

other resources for Israeli participation, but such funding is limited. Frank (1996) 

notes that within her sample, only six of the twenty-six Nesiya group members are 

Israeli. Due to their ideology and commitment to finding ample funding, Shorashim is 

the only program that regularly includes a sizeable number of Israeli participants. 

Da’at received a one-time grant to run an extended encounter with a large number of 

Israelis.   

 

III. Ethnographic Inquiry  

Ethnography provides both a descriptive account of the life of a community (Redfield 

1955), and an “analytic understanding of what is at stake and underlies the life” 

(Heilman 2002: 147) of a community. This is achieved through the use of several 

tools from the “ethnographer’s toolkit” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2002). Participant 
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observation – including direct observation, unobserved reports, and interviewing – 

provided the primary method of data collection for the current work.  

Participant observation involves a process of "learning by watching while 

doing" (Heilman 2002: 258). It is a useful means for gathering rich data because 

participating provides the opportunity to interact directly and understand the lives of 

community members on their own terms (Maykut and Morehouse 1994). It offers a 

channel for gathering firsthand knowledge and making sense of the life and inner 

workings of the community. Additionally, participant observation is useful in 

verifying the data, as participants are the best resource for checking what the 

researcher sees, hears, and experiences, and eventually, for checking data analysis and 

interpretations.   

[The] variable and personal (intramental) nature of social constructions suggests that 

individual constructions can be elicited and refined only through interaction between 

and among investigator and respondents. These varying constructions are…compared 

and contrasted through dialectical interchange (Guba and Lincoln 1994: 111).  

Participant observation is especially constructive in gaining access to a youth 

population. By sharpening the research-oriented skill of “hanging out” (Bernard 1995:  

151), the researcher improves qualitatively her social interactions, verbal 

communications, and relationship – in a naturalistic manner – with youth. While 

hanging out with participants, the observer learns the “language” of the encounter, 

leading to the creation of meaningful concepts, categories, and constructs related to 

the group (ibid).  

I collected most data via direct observation. With unfocused eyes, I explored a 

range of activities and actions, and later focused more sharply on particular aspects. 

Both staff and participants confirmed findings while sharing their thoughts and ideas, 
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and providing feedback about their experiences. Direct observations include aspects 

of formal activities, displayed behaviors, verbal and non-verbal interactions among 

participants (and between participants and staff), and dyadic and small group 

interactions during unstructured timeframes. I recorded the data in the form of field 

notes, jottings, audio-taping, videotaping, and picture-taking. 

Because an observer cannot be everywhere and see everything, it is necessary 

to rely on the reports of others to fill in blanks. Within the sample, unobserved reports 

came by way of informal conversations – short verbal exchanges, off the cuff 

remarks, and reports from staff and participants about events they felt I wanted or 

“needed” to know – which served as a type of unstructured interview (Maykut and 

Morehouse 1994). Almost all participants and staff were tremendously open and 

forthcoming in sharing insights and observations, and in answering a variety of 

questions.  Similar to direct observations, I recorded unobserved reports through field 

notes and jottings.   

Whereas observations are implicit, interviews with select respondents are 

explicit. Interviews allow respondents to speak in their own voice and assess their 

own constructs (Cohen 2000). This method allows for range, specificity, and personal 

context. In addition to providing insight into how participants and staff members 

interpret and make meaning out of the encounter experience, interviews during data 

collection offered a way to check my own perceptions and interpretations of the 

experience. I conducted interviews with individuals and small groups throughout the 

encounter period. While some interviews were simply chats or verbal exchanges on 

bus rides or in hotel lobbies (informal interviews), others qualify as formal interviews, 

providing richer content and taking place in more private settings. I jotted down 

informal interviews and recorded formal interviews on audio-tape. 
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All excerpts in the dissertation derive from field notes and interviews. 

Pseudonyms replace real names (when jotted in the field notes), accompanied by 

national identity and gender (when unclear). Names, rather than simply “male” or 

“female” appear because they help in telling the story represented by the excerpts. 

Some participants appear in several examples, and thus, providing their names allows 

the reader to follow these individuals through several experiences.  In cases where 

names were not recorded while in the field, only the participant’s national identity and 

gender appear. 

The chosen excerpts are a handful of many examples that could have been 

chosen to represent the data and explore the research questions. While a few excerpts 

depict unique happenings within a particular group, most excerpts provide a 

paradigmatic view of extended Israel experience mifgashim. Essentially, the chosen 

examples are meant to paint a picture of extended encounters by showing and 

describing a range of events that occur during these programs.  

 

IV. Grounded Theory 

The goal of grounded theory is to develop theory while shifting back and forth 

between collecting data in the field and the analytic process. As the researcher begins 

to group data into categories, she also begins to develop a more focused area of 

interest within the research setting. As she moves in and out of the field, she interprets 

the data, developing hypotheses and a conceptual and theoretical framework. 

Throughout the process, the researcher continues to ask questions of the data, deriving 

answers from the literature and from subsequent data collection and analysis (Strauss 

and Corbin 1990). When analyzing the data, I asked questions constantly and 

maintained skepticism concerning interpretations. Over time, I developed a 
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“theoretical sensitivity,” or awareness of subtle meanings in the data, by delving 

deeper into the literature, through subsequent personal and professional experience, 

and through the analytic process (ibid).  

 The pilot study during the first summer of data collection provided a means to 

identify particular areas of interest within the Israel experience mifgash. In fact, the 

pilot not only helped in selecting a topic of focus, but it also facilitated a reframing of 

an initial interest, from learning strategies to the intercultural encounter itself. Data 

collected on the first high school and Birthright groups functioned as an exploratory 

stage in studying the intercultural encounter phenomenon. During this phase, I had not 

yet focused on a particular area, and therefore investigated a variety of areas that 

piqued my interest by asking countless questions and taking copious notes. 

During preliminary data analysis, I began to isolate particular findings, and 

discovered several trends and themes, which led to initial hypotheses, theories, and 

constructs about particular elements of the encounter phenomenon. Namely, I began 

to focus on how intercultural groups negotiate boundaries at different times during the 

encounter period. Subsequently, I discovered an appropriate literature which 

confirmed some of the hypotheses, theories, and constructs.  

After completing the first stage of data collection and analysis, I re-entered the 

field to test hypotheses and expand constructs and theories. When delving back into 

data collection, I used a more systematic approach, focusing more sharply on 

particular elements. After leaving the field, I rechecked the data, and further tweaked 

findings.  

 

V. Data Collection 
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I conducted participant observation during all eight mifgashim groups making up the 

research sample. I joined four groups solely as a participant observer, while for the 

other four I acted as a Shorashim staff member, inevitably making the role of 

researcher secondary. Although the dual professional role is not ideal, it is 

nevertheless an accepted way to conduct ethnographic research. In fact, this has 

become a more common feature of educational research as educators become 

interested in conducting research and are drawn naturally to study the educational 

settings that are most meaningful to them. As staff member, I was unable to record 

data in the same free manner as when working solely as a researcher. In the dual role, 

I often wrote field notes while away from the group, and did not conduct formal 

interviews with members of those groups. I did however continue to collect data via 

informal interviews and verbal exchanges with members of the group. The dual 

professional role worked well because of its positioning in the intermediary stage of 

data collection. Table 2 describes my professional roles with the particular groups and 

the timeframes in which each occurred. 

 The data collection did not pose a threat to participants at any time. They were 

made aware of my position as researcher from the outset, and I did not coerce anyone 

into being interviewed formally or informally. 

  

A.  Stages and Professional Roles 

I completed the exploratory and final phases of data collection exclusively in a 

research capacity. During the intermediary stage, I work in a dual capacity as 

researcher and staff member.  

The exploratory stage occurred during the first summer of data collection. I 

joined the Israelis in pre-program orientation sessions, and later traveled with them to 
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Prague to meet the Americans for a week of Jewish educational touring in Prague and 

Poland. Upon arrival in Israel, I traveled with the group throughout the five-week 

Israel program. I again conducted participant observation in December 1999 - January 

2000, this time with a twelve day Shorashim Birthright group. Here too, I traveled 

with the group from beginning to end. During this stage, I collected a vast amount of 

data, especially through direct observation, formal and informal interviews. 

In the intermediary stage, I worked for Shorashim with a high school group in 

the summer of 2000, as both an educator and social counselor (madricha). The work 

commenced with pre-program orientation sessions for Israelis participants, and 

continued through the summer. I did not travel to Europe, but met the group at the 

airport upon the Americans’ arrival in Israel and traveled for the next five weeks with 

the group.  

I worked again for Shorashim with three Birthright groups during the summer 

of 2001, this time as a logistics coordinator. As coordinator, I did not remain with the 

groups full-time, since work responsibilities included running errands and 

coordinating logistical matters for the group. As a result, less intensive data collection 

occurred with these groups. Nevertheless, time with these groups provided the 

opportunity to test burgeoning theories and constructs, the main emphasis of the 

intermediary phase. 

The final stage of data collection occurred during the summer of 2004, with 

two more Birthright groups, where I worked again solely as a researcher. Hired by 

The Andrea and Charles Bronfman Foundations to conduct research on two special 

thematic mifgashim programs, I hired subsequently two more researchers (Tal Nitzan 

and Elisheva Hoffman), who were themselves working on doctorates, to assist in data 

collection and analysis. I spent several days with each group, while the assistants 
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spent several more days with them, each researcher with one group. Along with my 

own data and analysis, each assistant provided written field notes, informal 

interviews, and a written or oral analysis. The data and analysis collected during this 

phase helped in tweaking developing theories and constructs. 

 

Table 2:  Professional Roles 

Year / Season Group names / codes Professional Roles 
Summer 1999 Eshkol 

Sharett, Rabin, Begin 
Researcher 
Researcher (when overlap with Eshkol) 

Winter 1999 - 2000 BRI#1 Researcher 
Summer 2000 Meir Counselor and Researcher 
Summer 2001 BRI#2 - 3 

BRI#4 
Logistics Coordinator and Researcher 
Logistics Coordinator and Researcher 

Summer 2004 BRI#5  Researcher with research assistant 
Summer 2004 BRI#6 Researcher with research assistant 
 

B. Personal Roles 

In addition to the dual professional roles, I played two personal roles, that of “friend” 

and “informed American - Israeli.” These personal roles are worth mentioning 

because “what the ethnographer finds out is inherently connected with how she finds 

it out” (Emerson et al 1995: 11).  

1. Friend 

There are many ways that a researcher can approach a group when conducting 

participant observation with youth, especially minors. I chose both the role of friend, 

and had it chosen for me. As noted earlier, honing in on the skill of hanging out opens 

up the possibility of forming friendships with young participants (Bernard 1995).  

The key to the role of friend is the explicit expression of positive affect combined 

with both a relative lack of authority and a lack of sanctioning of the behavior of 

those being studied. In turn, adopting the friend role suggests that the participant 
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observer treats his or her informants with respect and that he or she desires to acquire 

competency in their social worlds (Fine and Sandstrom 1988: 17).  

Philosophically and practically, I believe in respecting youth, and in honest 

interactions with them. This means listening to them, honoring their intelligence and 

emotions, and having patience in the face of identity crises and complicated lives.   

While studying groups solely as a participant observer, I did not possess 

authority nor make decisions regarding group activities or how participants spent their 

free time. I often found myself in the same position as participants, not always 

knowing what we were doing or where we had to be next. In fact, I made it a point to 

try to stay uninformed in order to remain on par with them. My philosophical outlook, 

combined with my positioning within the group, made it easy to play the role of 

friend.  

When working as a staff member, it was not possible to remain unaware. Yet, 

I maintained the role of friend while working as counselor (albeit a friend with 

authority), though I was not privy to as much private information, especially that 

connected to rule-breaking. Nevertheless, I established personal rapport with many 

participants, a natural occurrence in informal settings where counselors and campers 

often form close bonds and friendships. Fine and Sandstrom (1988) term the role 

“leader,” as opposed to “supervisor.” Whereas the supervisor is seen as an authority 

with “no positive affective relations,” the leader “can be differentiated from the 

supervisor by the presence of the positive contact with the child, although legitimate 

authority remains” (Fine and Sandstrom 1988: 15).  

In addition to teachers, other professionals who regularly deal with groups of 

children adopt this role – camp counselors, coaches, scout troop leaders. Children 

have somewhat greater leeway for action in such relationships, and even when they 
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overstep the line of proper behavior, tolerance will frequently be shown by the adult 

leader (ibid).   

As a logistics coordinator, I was enough of an outsider to be neither a threat (as an 

authority figure) nor a friend, but still close enough to speak openly with participants.     

From the vantage point of participants, the role of friend came about for 

several reasons. As the only adult with no authority, I was an anomaly. Once they 

understood that I would not tell them where to go or what to do, we began to interact 

in a more candid manner. In appreciation of their openness, I tried to respond non-

judgmentally, with honest interest in them. 

I am grateful to the first participants in Eshkol for helping solidify my role as 

friend in their group and in subsequent groups. From the outset, they made it perfectly 

clear that I would not be a passive observer, but rather, they expected full 

participation in all group activities. For example, on the second day in Israel, they 

insisted that I join an ice-breaking activity, forcing me to reveal an embarrassing 

moment in life. By the end of the first week in Israel, they gave me a nickname – the 

result of a humorous blunder by a staff member – which symbolized acceptance into 

the group (Fine and Sandstrom 1988).  

 It is worth mentioning that I was in my late twenties to early thirties during the 

data collection process, placing me in relatively close age proximity to eligible 

Birthright participants. Both age and gender helped in maintaining the role of friend 

with both high school and Birthright participants. In comparison to Goldberg (2002), 

who was the age of some participants’ fathers during data collection, there are acute 

differences in data collection that reflect our divergent identities. For example, the 

girls in one high school group often invited me to join personal discussions (and even 

record their chats) where they spoke about sex, crushes, and drinking (among other 
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things). I was also privy to limited sexual behavior, while Goldberg observed asexual 

sibling-like interactions. It seems that both male and female participants shared 

information with me that they would not necessarily share with a father-like figure. 

2. The American Living in Israel 

A second personal role relates to national identities and residency. While initially an 

American living in Israel, I was both American and Israeli during the final stage of 

data collection. I spoke both English and Hebrew, and understood both cultures from 

the vantage point of someone who had lived in both societies in recent years. 

(Notably, several groups in the sample included children of Israelis living in America, 

or children of Americans living in Israel who also shared dual identities and cultural 

familiarity.) Within both high school and Birthright groups, participants and staff 

often made comments and asked questions about my identity and choice to live in 

Israel. For example, they remarked that, “You must love it here,” and “It's good that 

you came to Israel.” They also asked, “Why did you decide to move to Israel?” and 

“What’s it like living in Israel?” Some participants tried to idealize my life in Israel, 

while others wanted to believe that I represented an immigrant success story. I did not 

particularly embrace these interpretations, and struggled in deciding how to reply. I 

decided to answer frankly, explaining what I liked about living in Israel, and also, 

what was difficult. Sharing information about myself, especially pertaining to Israel, 

helped in building relationships with participants, which ultimately assisted in 

advancing the research.  

 In addition to their interest in my life in Israel, many Israeli and American 

participants wanted to use me as their walking dictionary and interpreter of cultural 

idiosyncrasies. I sometimes translated words and phrases when asked, but tried to 

avoid being called upon too often. As for explaining cultural differences and 



76 

 

peculiarities, I tried to engage participants in conversation, with the hope of hearing 

their interpretations about the other culture. At times, I shared my interpretations, both 

to engage in a dialectical relationship, and to compare interpretations with 

participants. These conversations were useful to the research, especially when 

instigated by participants themselves. Such instances provided an opportunity to hear 

participants’ thoughts outside the framework of my particular interests. 

 

C. The Security Situation in Israel 

It is worth mentioning the changing security climate in Israel during the five years of 

data collection. When initially entering the field, the climate in Israel was particularly 

calm, framed by peace talks between Israel and the Palestinians. The tourism industry 

was booming, and Israel educators predicted a rise in short- and long-term Israel 

experience programs, similar to the one that occurred in the late 1990’s. However, the 

second Palestinian intifada began in October 2000, yielding a dramatic decrease in 

tourism and Israel programs, as terrorist attacks hit public venues such as buses, cafes, 

and nightclubs. The uprising continued through 2004, though terrorist attacks petered 

off to a smaller scale than in the early years of the uprising. Both tourism and the 

Israel experience gained back some force by the summer of 2004. 

 

VI. Validity and Methodological Limitations 

While ethnographic inquiry is a valuable method for descriptively and analytically 

exploring a phenomenon, it has its limitations. It is “highly specified, affected directly 

not only by the particular setting and people observed, but also by the unique 

character and background of the observer” (Heilman 2002: 147). One cannot draw 

broad conclusions or generalize from ethnographic findings to a wider population, nor 
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are the findings necessarily reproducible. Ethnographic research is validated by 

empirical grounding, the credibility of the data, and the ability to reproduce the 

findings under specific conditions. In addition, grounded theory is validated by the 

sufficiency of the research process by which theory is developed. A researcher’s 

skepticism advocates thoroughness in the process, from asking questions of the data 

to developing constructs and theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990).  

Findings based on Israel experience mifgashim cannot be applied to 

intercultural encounters outside of Israel, nor can they be applied to encounters 

between other intercultural groups. The findings indicate that Israel as the setting of 

the encounter is highly relevant to how Israeli and American Jews interact with each 

other, what they learn about each other, and how they build common Jewish group 

identity.  

In addition, findings based on extended Israel experience mifgashim cannot be 

applied to short-term Israel experience encounters. The extended program represents a 

different ideological position than the short-term program, with the time span of each 

encounter program playing a crucial role in the different ways in which participants 

interact with each other.  

The rhetoric of a particular program plays a role in what and how participants 

learn, and how they speak about their experiences. For example, Shorashim’s staff 

often spoke about “seeing Israel through the Israelis’ or Americans’ eyes,” a sentence 

often heard regurgitated by participants in describing what they gained from the 

intercultural experience. Some findings therefore may only apply to the Shorashim 

setting. Yet, based on the inclusion of an extended Birthright mifgash run by Da’at, it 

appears that many findings are applicable beyond the Shorashim setting, at least 
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among Birthright programs. It is still unclear if the same would hold true for an 

extended high school program run by another educational provider.  

Participants in both high school and Birthright mifgashim do not represent the 

broader population of young American or Israeli Jews. Foremost, most Jewish 

American teenagers do not participate in the Israel experience. Those who do, tend to 

be more Jewishly engaged – personally and organizationally – than non-participants 

(Chazan and Cohen 2000). American Birthright students are somewhat more 

reflective of their age cohort, but the research shows that the program still primarily 

reaches students from families who are connected to the Jewish community (Saxe et 

al 2004). Israeli participants are often hand-picked for the encounter, sometimes 

passing through a rigorous interview process before acceptance. Among other criteria, 

programs seek Israelis with adequate English language skills. Also, Americans and 

Israelis who participate in extended mifgashim are different from other young Jews in 

that they choose to participate in the encounter at all.  

It is important to address explicitly the affect of a researcher’s presence on 

data collection. Grant notes that, “the collaborative nature of the research process 

makes it inescapably biased” (Grant 2000: 93) While young people appreciate the 

opportunity to reflect on their thoughts and experiences, it is inevitable that by merely 

asking questions (and on top of that, by choosing particular questions) the researcher 

influences what is seen and heard. Sharing parts of oneself and building relationships 

also influences the data collection. However, as Frank (1996) notes, the benefits of a 

good rapport far outweigh the resulting bias.  

In addition to gender and age, aspects of my particular Jewish identity and 

background inevitably biased the research process. My identity as an American Jew 

(and later as an American - Israeli) living in Israel played a role in both collection and 



79 

 

interpretation of the data. I am a past participant in the Israel experience, though not a 

participant in a mifgashim program. And lastly, I work in the field of informal Jewish 

education, formerly as an educator and currently as a researcher.  

I used several techniques to minimize the different affects and biases created 

by my presence and identity. I maintained skepticism and constantly asked questions 

about the data, often by checking for contradictions in the data and looking for places 

where theories did not hold up (Strauss and Corbin 1990). I also asked participants to 

explain particular activities or events that we experienced together (or that I saw or 

overheard), since ethnography provides only limited opportunity for external 

validation of interpretations (i.e., people do not always express what they think or 

feel) (Heilman 2002). In later stages of the research process, I was able to minimize 

affects and biases by sharing my ideas and theories with participants and receiving 

their feedback. I also had the opportunity to present preliminary findings in a doctoral 

seminar and receive collegial feedback. Lastly, the data and analysis provided by two 

research assistants hired during the final stage of data collection presented a useful 

check to my own interpretations.   
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Chapter 3: How Americans Learn about Israelis 

 

Introduction 

Prior to the mifgash, both Israelis and American participants have at least a minimal 

passing knowledge of the other group. Extended mifgashim programs for high school 

students include orientation sessions that further enhance each national group’s 

understanding of the other. These sessions occur prior to the encounter, in each 

group’s home country. Within these sessions, participants confront their perceptions 

of the other group, learn more about the other group, and prepare to open themselves 

up to new understandings. Birthright groups do not include a formal orientation for 

American participants, though Israelis go through a brief orientation before meeting 

the Americans.    

 Before the encounter, American participants know little about Israeli youth. 

General impressions of Israel and Israelis among American Jewish youth come from 

their historical knowledge, the mass media, and the Israelis they encounter in their 

home communities. Some American students learn about Israel in Jewish or non-

sectarian classroom studies that focus on the geography and history Israel, while 

others learn about modern day Israel and the politics of the region. Some educational 

settings also expose students to mythic Israel. Most media portrayals of Israel focus 

on the political and security situation in the country, with images that are often highly 

militaristic or focus on terrorist attacks (Wolfsfeld 1997). Israel also appears in 

disproportionate abundance in the written press (Zuckerman 2003), in what some 

deem a media bias against Israel (Guttman 2005). Thus, upon entering the encounter, 

American participants are generally aware of the centrality of the army in Israel, and 

some know about mandatory army service for all young people. Finally, American 
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Jewish youth know about Israel and Israelis through encounters in their home 

communities. As a result, some American youth see Israelis as culturally very 

different from themselves, perceiving them as rude, aggressive, arrogant, 

overconfident, and pushy (Shahar and Kurz 1995). In contrast, some encounters – 

especially those taking place within Jewish summer camps and other informal 

educational settings – provide a means to learn about similarities between the national 

groups and perceive Israelis as warm, friendly, and personable (Friedman and 

Zisenwine 1998; Wolf and Kopelowitz 2000; Moskowitz 2003).  

Because of the location of the encounter, American participants have a variety 

of means to learn more about Israelis and Israeli identity. Given the Israel Defense 

Force’s centrality to Israeli society and culture, interactions with the army serve as a 

useful educational tool in understanding Israeli identity. The present chapter focuses 

on encounters with the army during Israel experience mifgashim, with in-depth 

exploration of specific extreme experiences. 

During the Israel experience, intercultural groups participate in various 

extreme and non-extreme experiences. I define extreme as structured experiential 

activities and group discussions connected to emotionally challenging topics, 

especially those related to a sense of loss. Loss relates to death, but it also relates to 

curtailing innocence, naiveté, and invulnerability. Extreme activities on the Israel 

experience evoke emotional highs, resulting in dramatic physical expressions of 

support, comfort, or sympathy (such as hugging, grasping another’s arm, singing, 

yelling), immediate or raw somatic responses (such as uncontrolled crying, tears in 

eyes, furrowed brows, and shouting), and the use of strong verbal emotional 

terminology (such as insults, disgust, guilt, worry, fear, anger) (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

2002). In addition to the emotional responses, extreme encounters on Israel 
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experience mifgashim also result in attempts by individuals to construct a cognitive 

understanding of the experience vis-à-vis the different national groups and identities 

present. In contrast to the extreme, I define non-extreme as times when participants 

engage with each other, and with their surroundings, either through structured 

programs and discussions, or informally during unstructured time. Participants also 

use non-extreme times to construct understanding, but without the presence of intense 

emotional highs.  

My decision to focus on extreme rather than non-extreme army experiences 

was made in part because the dramatic nature of extreme cases provided richly 

observable moments during data collection. Observations, along with interactions 

with the participants and staff, provided moments for “thick description” that were 

valuable in interpreting data (Geertz 1973). While non-extreme experiences with the 

army may have helped participants comprehend Israeli identity and society, the lack 

of drama and strong reaction, combined with minimal articulation supplied fewer 

possibilities for thick description. More generally, reliance on the extreme reflects an 

appreciation of the extraordinary and its value in understanding the norm, simply as a 

point of departure from the regular or everyday (Sacks 1985, 1995). Essentially, 

“disturbances of the normal and regular often give us greater insight into the normal 

than does direct study” (Turner 1974: 34), both because of the difficulty in focusing 

on what is typical and ordinary, and because of the lack of public availability of how 

the norm is understood.  

The chosen extreme encounters with the army highlight differences in how the 

two national groups experience and interpret the same event. These examples also 

show different ways in which high school and college groups experience extreme 

encounters with the army. Focus is on group rather than individual variation, as the 
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aim is to understand differences between the national groups, and how ingroup - 

outgroup boundaries get defined and redefined as different social identities become 

more or less salient during the encounter. Specifically, the cases focus on how 

American participants construct Israeli identity through extreme experiences, how 

Israeli participants respond to the Americans’ interpretations, and the ensuing shifts in 

boundaries between groups. The chapter highlights particular behavioral strategies 

that come into play as the national groups struggle to maintain an intercultural bond in 

the midst of an experience that disconnects them.  

  

I. The Army in Israeli Society 

The Israel Defense Force (IDF or Tzahal) is a central feature of Israeli society and 

acts as a fundamental coming-of-age rite de passage (Turner 1964) in the 

development of Israeli identity and social identification. Conscription is mandatory 

and most young men and women serve for two to three years after high school, with 

some men performing annual reserve duty through their mid-forties.  

Since the founding of the state, death of the young soldier in Israel is 

prevalent. The early wars resulted in relatively high numbers of casualties, forcing the 

infant country to create methods to bereave and commemorate as a nation, and to find 

ways of attaching meaning to the untimely deaths of young soldiers. Both the state 

and bereaved families participated in this process, sometimes in coordination with one 

another through the establishment of institutions (e.g., Yad LaBanim, officially, the 

‘Organization to Commemorate the Heroes who Fell in the War of Independence’) 

(Lebel 2006). 

Mourning the death of a soldier in Israel takes place in both the private and 

public spheres. While grief and pain affect directly the fallen soldier’s family and 
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intimate friends, collective bereavement, commemoration, and memorialization 

belong to the nation as a whole. As soldiers of the state, deaths are impersonalized 

and given symbolic meaning that is used in building national solidarity and national 

identity (Palgi 1973a, 1973b; Rubin 1990; Weiss 1997).  

While bereavement is basically a subjective and individual process, its appropriation 

by the collectivity has led to its depersonalization and standardization. Israeli society 

is immersed in collective rites of commemoration, which have been made part of the 

national calendar. The media now share pre-designed patterns of informing, 

discussing, and participating in bereavement (Weiss 1997: 92).     

Mosse terms this phenomenon the “nationalization of death,” what he deems “an 

important step in fashioning the cult of the fallen soldier” (Mosse 1990: 36-7). 

The sacrificial death of soldiers qua free and sovereign citizens has become a 

sublime manifestation of national participation and commitment. A process of 

“nationalization” of the dead soldier has thereby followed, in which they were 

appropriated by the state to be cherished and commemorated as emblematic 

representations of the nation’s spirit and historic glory (Bilu and Witztum 2000: 3). 

Private mourning rituals for the individual soldier may be associated with 

traditional Jewish customs (e.g., sitting shiva, the seven day mourning period) or 

secular rituals (e.g., the use of alternative texts at funerals) (Rubin 1983), while 

collective commemoration and memorialization of the soldier combine Jewish 

tradition with ceremonial military elements (e.g., a military honor guard 

accompanying the Jewish burial of a soldier) (Palgi 1975). Commemorative practices 

in Israel include distinctive layouts of monuments, memorials and military cemeteries 

(Handelman and Shamgar-Handelman 1997), well-rehearsed and standardized 

ceremonies on Remembrance Day and at military funerals (Handelman and Katz 

1998; Bilu and Witztum 2000), memorial books and videos for individual soldiers 
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(Sivan 1999), and family bereavement centers (Yad LaBanim) in towns and on 

kibbutzim throughout the country (Lebel 2006). Bereavement sites and ceremonies are 

designed for both the individual mourner and for the nation as a whole, with the 

understanding that performance of ritual or other common action creates identification 

with a group and solidarity (Feldman 2001). 

Military cemeteries are a useful microcosm of public and national spaces, not 

only because well-known soldiers, past prime ministers, and other national figures are 

buried there, but also because every soldier’s death is a reminder of the price paid for 

the state. These are places of remembrance where the individual is subordinated to the 

whole (Mosse 1990). Military cemeteries and other national memorials are, 

intended to evoke sentiments in national identity and common goals. Thus national 

unity is solidified, materialized, and… embodied in the land through the construction 

of signs of collective commemoration that signify through death the especially 

intimate link between the individual and the collectivity, between nation and land. 

This is the national landscape of commemorations” (ibid: 88).  

Furthermore, the significance of the military cemetery rests in its serving as the 

container for the actual sacrifice to the state, the remains of the fallen. 

[T]he military cemetery is the place that contains the body of sacrifice, and thereby 

embodies land. This synthesis of body and land makes the military cemetery the 

exemplar of the presence of national death…The soldier-citizen is thought to offer 

his life so that the state and its citizens will live. Just as the state exists through the 

viable constitution of its territory, so military death is intimately related to the land 

that such death is said to protect and propagate in some way (Handelman and 

Shamgar-Handelman 1997: 90). 

Other acts of collective commemoration serve a similar purpose but do not carry the 

strength of a military cemetery. Nevertheless, while bereaved parent centers do not 

house the remains of the fallen soldier, they do provide a space for maintaining 
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personal connections to the fallen. These centers contain libraries that house memorial 

books and videos made by family and friends in honor of the fallen soldier. They also 

serve as places of comfort for bereaved parent and family groups, and as places to 

house seminars where parents and spouses can share the stories of the lives of their 

loved ones with others, such as visiting Jewish groups from abroad and Israeli high 

school students.  

 

II. Encountering the Army during the Israel Experience 

The Israel Defense Force is used often purposely as a tool for helping Diaspora youth 

comprehend life in Israel and Israeli identity during the Israel experience. The army is 

just as ubiquitous during Israel experience programs as it is in Israeli society. Groups 

encounter the army casually (e.g., on the street) but also more directly through 

structured programs and interpersonal contact.  

Young uniformed soldiers toting guns are a normal “site” encountered daily 

throughout the country. Israel experience groups casually encounter soldiers in city 

centers, during site visits, and while hiking. Some participants interact with these 

soldiers, while others merely appreciate them from a distance. American participants 

note the soldiers’ youth or “cuteness” juxtaposed with the strangeness of seeing Uzis 

and M16s strapped over the shoulders of young men and women who are close to 

their own age.  

The army is also encountered within the intercultural Israel experience group 

itself. Some of these encounters are passive, occurring in the form of discussion or 

information sharing, while other encounters are active, experiential, or interactive, 

occurring through activities or direct contact with the army or soldiers. The following 
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examples are documented extreme and non-extreme encounters with the IDF during 

extended Israel experience mifgashim. 

Israeli high school participants occasionally leave the group for pre-army 

check-ins that include tests and interviews mandatory for acceptance into particular 

elite units or other areas of the army. Upon return, they report on what happened and 

next steps in the process, sharing their excitement with group members. While such 

pre-army procedures are unlikely to coincide with short-term mifgashim, extended 

encounters provide opportunities for Diaspora participants to observe the early stages 

of the induction process.  

Within Birthright groups, Israeli participants are often current or past soldiers 

who share their firsthand knowledge and experience in the IDF with American 

participants. In groups where Israeli participants are currently soldiers, they don their 

army uniforms when visiting particular sites, such as a military cemetery, or when 

returning to the army for any reason during the course of the Birthright program. 

During home hospitality weekends American participants meet and interact 

with the friends and family members of their hosts, some of whom are in the midst of 

army service. Whether or not they directly inquire about army service, they are 

exposed to discussion and interaction with these soldiers. Some participants also 

travel to army bases to visit relatives or friends during these weekends.  

Group discussion also brings the army into the group. In some instances, the 

discussion centers explicitly on the army, such as a discussion about a particular battle 

during one of Israel’s wars or a discussion about allowing women to enter fighting 

units. At other times army talk is embedded within a wider discussion or comes out as 

an offshoot, such as through a political debate concerning giving away land for peace. 
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These discussions provide a forum in which both Americans and Israelis share their 

views and personal opinions on the topic of the Israeli army. 

Site visits are another way that mifgashim programs highlight the importance 

of the IDF. Groups visit war memorials and sites of battles or terrorist attacks, where 

they listen to a guide or an Israeli participant recount the story of the battle or event.  

Most groups visit Har Herzl (Mount Herzl), the military cemetery in Jerusalem that 

houses both Israeli dignitaries (i.e., presidents and prime ministers) and soldiers killed 

in war, defending Israel abroad, and in terrorist attacks. During visits to Har Herzl, 

groups stop at individual graves, including those of family members, friends, and 

fellow soldiers or officers of Israeli group members, and soldiers whose stories are 

familiar to the Israeli and American participants (e.g., Hannah Senesh). The tour 

generally concludes at the graves of past prime ministers, with a final visit to Theodor 

Herzl’s grave. 

Programs arrange seminars with bereaved parents and spouses of fallen 

soldiers, and some groups also attend seminars to learn about Ron Arad, the Israel Air 

Force navigator missing in action since his capture in Lebanon in 1986. The groups 

listen to individuals tell the personal story of a loved one, both in terms of the manner 

in which the soldier died (or went missing) and in terms of the life he lived. During 

both seminars and cemetery visits, participants hear about the loss suffered by those 

left behind.  

Finally, the Gadna army program provides a direct experiential dimension to 

encountering the Israeli army. Gadna is an army program designed to prepare Israeli 

high school students for army service, with special programs designed for teenagers 

from abroad to experience the Israeli army firsthand. For five days participants stay 

on an army base, wearing the IDF uniform and participating in drills and work tasks 
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similar to those executed by soldiers during army service. American participants in 

both module and extended encounters often participate in Gadna. Americans in 

shorter programs are unlikely to take part in Gadna with Israeli counterparts. In 

contrast, those in extended programs experience the army with peers who will soon 

don the uniform as Israeli soldiers. They also share follow-up time to reflect on the 

experience and make sense of it in the presence of the other national group.  

Several of the aforementioned encounters with the IDF can be described as 

extreme because they expose groups to the experience of loss connected to army 

service. Groups are exposed to a sense of loss in a general or impersonal manner 

during site visits to memorials and cemeteries, and also specifically or personally 

when encountering families or individuals who have experienced loss of a loved one 

in connection with army service.  

The latter exposure occurs during programmed seminars with bereaved parents 

and spouses, and inside the group itself. Within the sample, there were Israeli 

participants who lost family members or friends as a direct result of their army 

service. As particular conversations surfaced and as the group visited specific sites 

(such as cemeteries, memorial sites, and borders), the group witnessed and 

experienced the emotional toll of loss on these individuals.  

 

III. Extreme Experiences with the Israeli Army: Bereaved Parents Seminar, 

Gadna, Har Herzl 

 
A. Bereaved Parents Seminar 

As recorded in my field notes, Shorashim’s high school and Birthright groups attend 

“bereaved parents seminars” with parents or spouses of soldiers killed during army 
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service. Many groups attend the seminar at a Yad LaBanim facility in Northern Israel 

that houses a library and a memorial for fallen soldiers from the area. When Eshkol 

visits the institute, the mother of a soldier killed during the 1988 Palestinian uprising, 

and the wife of a soldier who fell during the Yom Kippur War each speak to half the 

group. The following excerpt is taken from the end of the discussion in one of the 

high school groups.  

Bereaved Parents Seminar, Eshkol 

As I enter the second group, I notice that several female participants are crying. 

Specifically, two Americans (Ruth and Elyse) are crying and hugging each other, an 

Israeli (Aliza) is crying, and another Israeli (Tamar) appears to wipe off her friend’s 

tears. The female counselors are hugging each other. An Israeli (Batya) comments that 

she is proud of the woman who spoke to the group. She says that when her uncle died, 

her grandmother collapsed, but that this woman did not collapse when she found out her 

husband was killed. When the session ends, several girls step into the hallway to talk. 

Someone comments: “We couldn’t look at her.”  

 Two American girls from the second group brief me on the seminar. (I 

participated in the first group, so only caught the end of the second group’s discussion.) 

They tell me that there were definitely emotional points, and that several girls cried 

throughout the talk. Tamar tells me afterwards that the American girls were crying 

because they see this as the “Israeli reality.” She tells me this bothers her because this is 

not her or their reality. This is part of Israel, but not their everyday life. Osnat (Israeli 

female staff) tells me that Ruth and Elyse cried throughout the talk. They told Osnat that 

now they understand what the Israelis go through, what their reality is. The American 

girls also tell her that they noticed that Tamar was teary-eyed and asking many questions 

during the talk. Osnat believes that the Americans interpret Tamar’s reaction as her being 

worried, but Osnat disagrees. She interprets Tamar’s tears as sympathy/empathy for the 

woman who lost her husband. Osnat relays to me that another Israeli girl (Aliza) thinks 

the Americans misread the discussion, that it does not reflect the “Israeli reality.”  

 

The example describes the dramatic physical expressions and somatic responses 

displayed by female Israeli and American staff and participants, and subsequent 

interpretations surrounding a discussion with bereaved family members. The majority 

of female group members respond to the discussion by crying and comforting other 
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female members of the groups. (One exception is the Israeli girl who neither cries nor 

hugs, but expresses pride in the woman’s strength for not collapsing, as her 

grandmother did, when she found out about her husband’s death.) Except for the 

Israeli and American staff, all comforting is done within one’s own national group, 

indicating a boundary surrounding death of an Israeli soldier.  

Although the physical reactions are similar (crying, hugging), interpreting the 

meaning of the seminar and peoples’ reactions to it vary according to national 

identity. The Americans understand the seminar as providing them a window into the 

“Israeli reality” which sometimes includes death of a soldier. They interpret their 

Israeli friends’ responses (such as crying) as their expressing fear or worry, perhaps 

about their imminent army service, or more generally, as they are reminded of a 

negative part of the “Israeli reality.”  The American girls’ reactions are thus a display 

of sympathy for their friends and for their friends’ reality.  

Israeli staff and campers are bothered by the Americans’ interpretations, and 

also by their emotional responses. Israelis disagree that the seminar describes their 

reality, because it is not a part of their everyday lives, even if it is connected to Israel. 

Israelis claim their tears convey ingroup empathy for one woman’s loss, while 

American tears express misplaced outgroup sympathy for an “Israeli reality” that is 

not theirs, and for a worry about a future that that they do not fear. Israelis never 

reject directly American responses. Rather, they rebuff the American interpretation to 

other Israelis, and to adults who participate in the experience with them. 

The example only highlights the reactions of female group members. 

Although the boys in the group also appear moved by the seminar, they do not cry or 

physically comfort one another. Several Israeli boys approach the speakers following 

the talk, but it is only the girls who react with dramatic emotional displays and 
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articulate their interpretations of the event. Facial expressions and silence (among 

boys and girls) while listening to each speaker tell her story reflect both the 

seriousness of content and a respect or honor they give to each woman and to the 

subject matter. 

 

B. Gadna: Shooting a Gun 

Many Israel experience programs for high school students include a Gadna army 

program. At its end, and after hours of intensive instruction, participants go out to a 

shooting range and fire a round of live ammunition from an M16 rifle. The following 

excerpt surrounds the shooting experience with the female members of one group 

(Sharett). I joined the girls because the groups were split by gender and 

simultaneously but separately bused to different areas of the range. I received 

permission from the army officers to participate with the girls in the shooting activity.  

Gadna, Shooting, Sharett 

All Shorashim groups are bused to a remote spot near the army base that serves as a 

shooting range. Before shooting, girls from all four groups gather together, and only for 

the actual shooting are they separated back into their specific bus groups.  

 Before shooting, the girls from the different groups stand around, chatting, and 

interacting with one another. A group of girls from Rabin, who do not want to shoot, 

complain loudly and appear angry, stating that they did not come on the trip to shoot a 

gun. One girl makes a comment that comes across as rude or insulting to those standing 

nearby. [I did not hear what she said.] Some girls react and discuss her comment amongst 

themselves. While these girls complain, others (American and Israeli) appear unnerved 

and talk quietly. I am told that they are afraid of shooting. Others are excited, while still 

others do not verbalize their feelings regarding the experience.  

 I join girls from Sharett for the actual shooting. When we finish shooting, we 

return by bus to the Gadna base. Three American girls (Abby, Allison, and Rebecca) are 

crying uncontrollably throughout the bus ride. They remark that they are crying for their 

Israeli friends who will go into the army in a year’s time. A few people are active in the 

conversation, but the bus is otherwise quiet as everyone watches/listens to what 

transpires. No group counselors are present on the bus, only the group’s army officer. 
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One Israeli girl (Meirav) tries to calm the Americans. She tells them that they do not need 

to get so upset, that going into the army is not something for which the Americans should 

be or need to be upset.  

Abby: I want to feel this way. 

Meirav: You have your freedom. We want to go to the army. 

Abby: These poor kids who got shot and stuff, they did it for all of us. 

Meirav: No one appreciates it all. I didn’t appreciate it all. 

 One girl is screaming. Someone is complaining about a girl from Rabin. [I think 

she is complaining about one girl who was belligerent about shooting because I saw the 

two of them arguing earlier]. She doesn’t understand why this other girl came on the trip. 

“Piece of shit.” 

American girl: How can you respect them [the girls in Rabin]? They disgust me. They’re 

wrong. 

Israeli girl: You can’t say [she’s] wrong. Everyone has [her] own beliefs…. 

 An Israeli makes a comment about how she was personally hurt by the 

statements of the girls in Rabin. 

Israeli to Meirav: She is not open to the program. That is why they had so many 

problems in their group [Rabin]. 

American girl: We should have done this [Gadna] first. It took so many weeks to get 

close to you…It was a waste. 

 Meirav lays out the structure of her life. She says that she will do twelve years 

of school, go to the army, to university, and then will get married because she will be old. 

“You have to live every minute of every day.” 

American (to Meirav): It is important that you came here. You have taught us so much. If 

you can just change one life and you’ve changed two. (Points at herself and an American 

girl sitting next to her.) 

 As we continue traveling back to the base, more girls (both Israeli and 

Americans) begin to cry. The drama and crying of a few seems to shake up the others on 

the bus.  Several of the Israeli girls, including Meirav begin to cry. It appears that the 

general atmosphere has become upsetting for everyone.  

 Later, Meirav tells me that she doesn’t want the Americans to be upset that she 

is going into the army. She says that although the army is her future reality, she does not 

associate it with being killed. She says that she does not agree with the ways in which 

they have interpreted her reality. 

 

The case describes the emotional high evoked in female participants surrounding the 

firing of a gun on an Israeli army base, and the ensuing discussion. Both before and 

after shooting, emotions are intense and raw. The girls display anger, fear, and 
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excitement as they cry, scream, or remain silent. Some teens verbalize their feelings 

and thoughts, some express supportive words, and others do not talk. Though they do 

not physically support one another, the girls appear to bond as a result of the sharing 

in a potentially life-threatening experience.  

As they travel back to the base, several Americans articulate why they cry. 

The shooting experience reminds them that some soldiers die, leading them to fear for 

the lives of their Israeli friends. But the Israelis do not want them to be upset about 

their upcoming army service, framing service as a choice. (“We want to go.”) One 

young woman (who does most of the talking among the Israelis on the bus) constructs 

the army as a social institution that is a rite of passage for Israeli youth, and an 

integral part of her life course. She does not refute the American’s fears about the 

possibility of dying in the army, and even seems to acknowledge that army service 

heightens her sense of mortality (“You have to live every minute of every day”). Yet 

this same young woman shares with me her disagreement and frustration about the 

ways in which the Americans interpret her reality.   

 The shooting experience not only frames a sense of “Israeli reality,” but it also 

frames the IDF as a guardian of the Jewish people. One American expresses guilt for 

the self-sacrifice made by Israeli soldiers on her behalf, and her lack of appreciation 

for it. (“These poor kids who got shot and stuff, they did it for all of us.”) Both 

national groups concur on the broad conceptualization of the IDF as the Jewish 

people’s army and acknowledge a lack of gratitude (“No one appreciates it all. I 

didn’t…”).  

In addition to constructing an understanding of Israeli identity and the purpose 

of the IDF, shooting also highlights group dynamics and bonding between group 

members. Even as they try to grasp the larger issues, both Israeli and American girls 
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in Sharett get caught up in feelings of anger and hurt towards members of Rabin who 

disrespect the program by complaining about one of the few experiences which gives 

Americans an opportunity to undertake a real activity that Israelis will perform as 

soldiers. They discern a lack of appreciation as a microcosm of Rabin’s problems in 

forming an intercultural group bond during the summer. In contrast, they believe that 

their group has made a bona fide effort to respect and understand each other, and that 

their effort paid off, leading to a strong group bond and the formation of close 

friendships between Israelis and Americans.  The Americans express an appreciation 

for Israeli participation in the program (“It is important that you came here. You have 

taught us so much.”), regretting only that Gadna did not occur earlier in the summer, 

for such an intense experience might have helped them bond more quickly.   

As in the preceding case, the Gadna example highlights only the experience of 

female participants. Based on oral reports from male participants, it appears that their 

experience was less dramatic. Most boys report that they were excited by shooting a 

gun and that the experience was “cool” and “fun,” with no one mentioning feelings of 

fear or fright. Furthermore, none of the American boys articulate a greater 

understanding of Israelis based on the experience. Although the boys also express a 

heightened emotional state (showing and expressing excitement), they do not walk 

away from the event articulating an understanding of Israeli reality, or a fear of their 

friends impending army service. 

 

C. Har Herzl Military Cemetery 

Most Israel experience programs visit Har Herzl, though they differ in what parts of 

the cemetery they visit. While the Da’at group visits only the graves of Israeli 

figureheads, all Shorashim groups spend about three hours touring the larger Har 
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Herzl military cemetery (on the last day of summer programs, and at some point 

during Birthright Israel programs). The following excerpts describe parts of two high 

school group visits to the cemetery, highlighting interactions with specific group 

members (Uri and Sharon) who have close family members buried in the military 

cemetery. The first excerpt also includes the end of the cemetery visit and the 

following activity. An additional excerpt, taken from a Birthright group’s visit, 

follows the short analysis of the high school group excerpts. 

Har Herzl, Eshkol  

We are standing in front of Yonatan Netanyahu’s grave. Someone tells the story of the 

raid on Entebbe (which the teens also heard in Gadna), and group members are asked to 

read aloud passages from Yonatan Netanyahu’s letters to his family. Uri (Israeli) is 

crying and walks away briefly. Ruth (American) is by his side. She hugs him as she cries. 

Guy (Israeli) comes over to them as we leave the grave.  

 At Nachshon Wachsman’s grave, the story of his kidnap is told. Also, that his 

father and the murderer’s father start a peace center. Ruth is still crying, and Tamar 

(Israeli) consoles her. 

 We approach the grave of Uri Gibli, (Israeli), Uri’s cousin who was killed in 

Lebanon, and who shared the same name. Many girls (Israeli and American) are crying 

from the moment we arrive at the gravesite. Uri does not come down to the grave with 

the group, but instead, sits with Guy on a bench nearby. Eric (American staff) does not 

understand why so many people are crying. “For Uri? But he is here.” The group walks 

away and Uri begins to go down to his cousin’s grave but turns away as another group 

from the program approaches the grave. He does not rejoin the group until much later 

(about an hour or more). I am told that Uri waited for all four groups to pass his cousin’s 

grave before he goes alone with Guy to the grave. 

 Hanna Senesh’s grave: Ari (Israeli staff) tells the story of the paratroopers going 

back to Europe. He gives a quick background of Senesh and brings up a famous song she 

wrote, Ali, Ali (my God, my God). He explains the stone on her grave, and that her body 

is not buried here. He asks one of the American boys to start singing Ali, Ali. Others join 

in. Afterwards several Israeli and American participants translate the song (singing the 

English version) to the group.  

 Upon leaving the cemetery, the group returns to the bus to head to the Jerusalem 

forest for tree planting. During the ride, teens get on the microphone until one of the 

counselors usurps it and begins a running monologue. The teens complain and ask for 

music, but the counselor continues talking. Those with personal headsets listen to their 
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own music or talk amongst themselves until they arrive at the forest where they meet the 

three other Shorashim high school groups. When all groups arrive, they join together in a 

big group cheer, Achim (brothers or siblings), and sing several songs in Hebrew. The 

counselors then lead the group in saying a blessing (Shechiyanu) that is recited on 

something new, before each group goes to a different area to plant trees.  

 

Har Herzl, Meir 

After touring the cemetery with the group for a short while, Sharon (Israeli female) 

leaves the group and brings two friends (one Israeli, one American) with her to visit the 

grave of her father. Before she goes, Ari (Israeli staff) asks her privately if the group can 

pass by the grave, but Sharon says she prefers that they do not come there. Later, I walk 

to her father’s grave to check-up on Sharon. She is sitting in front of the grave, cleaning 

it off and talking with her friends. I sit down with the girls and Sharon tells me a story 

about her father, smiling as she relays the story. She tells me how he was always happy 

and smiling and loved to dance.  

 As we are sitting and talking, the group comes by, led by Ari. He stops in front 

of the grave, and then continues on with the entire group passing by in single file. Some 

individuals in the group stop and hug or ‘comfort’ Sharon. Others have furrowed brows 

and tears in their eyes as they look at her and continue walking. 

 

The above excerpts describe dramatic physical expressions and raw somatic responses 

to visiting the military cemetery, both generally, and when specifically visiting the 

graves of Israeli participants’ family members. As in other extreme experiences, 

participants react by crying, touching, and hugging each other. They comfort those 

expressing strong emotional responses, and also Israeli participants whose family 

members are buried in the cemetery. Both males and females cry and comfort one 

another, the direct link between the encounter and group members providing a means 

for male participants to display strong emotional expressions. 

The group is very serious while visiting Har Herzl, with participants listening 

intently to stories told at a gravesite, speaking only to ask questions, or singing a 

somber song. Only while sitting with Sharon and two other participants at her father’s 

grave does the atmosphere feel less weighty. She does not cry, nor do her friends. 
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When left alone with friends whom she chooses to share in her loss, Sharon tells 

personal stories about her father’s life (and not the details of his death), smiling as she 

recollects his memory. The mood becomes heavy only when the group files past, with 

participants furrowing brows and hugging Sharon with teary eyes.  

During the visit to Har Herzl, no one verbalizes an understanding of the 

experience, nor do participants reject the emotional responses of others. (The only 

verbal rejection comes from an American counselor who does not understand why the 

group cries when passing Uri’s cousins grave.) There is no need to articulate 

understanding because in each group there is a direct link between the encounter and a 

group member. It is clear that military service can end in an untimely death, and pain 

and loss for loved ones. Americans and Israelis can do little more than show their 

respect for the site by listening closely to stories of fallen soldiers and crying quietly. 

They can also show sympathy and support for group members who suffered a loss by 

offering a hug or a tear, and by filing past their loved one’s grave, even though 

unintentionally usurping the privacy of the bereaved group member.   

 Upon leaving the cemetery, the groups return to their buses, a place where 

they shift away from a painful and sad experience, and into a comfortable space 

where they can enact youth culture and return to a lightened mood. The shift occurs 

through incessant talk on the microphone, listening to music, and chatting with 

friends. The subsequent activity further lightens their mood as they sing and cheer and 

eventually plant trees.  

Below is an additional excerpt from Har Herzl, together with reflections from 

a group discussion. The excerpt is taken from a Birthright Israel group in which the 

Israeli participants are soldiers in the midst of army service. 
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Har Herzl, BRI#5  

Leading up to the visit to the military cemetery, the Israeli participants and the tour 

guide, Micha (Israeli male) decide that they should wear their army uniforms at Har 

Herzl. They feel it is “the right thing to do, to give the cemetery the respect it deserves.” 

(The participants also wanted to wear their uniforms at Yad Vashem but Micha 

disagreed, wanting their presence as soldiers to have a full and strong impact at the 

cemetery.)  

 Somewhere between visiting Hebrew University and arriving at Har Herzl, the 

Israeli participants don their army uniforms. Upon entering the military cemetery, the 

group sits in the shade, and Micha “sets the mood” for the “journey” they are about to 

embark on. He tells the group this is the hardest place for him to guide and he asks them 

to give it the seriousness it deserves.  

 Micha begins: Each generation of soldiers, thinks it will be the last generation of 

soldiers, that their children will not have to serve in the army because there will be peace. 

In Israeli society, soldiers are a very central feature. They are not distant; they are not 

something you see only in the movies. They are here. (He points to Israeli participants). 

By the time I was 22 years old, I had lost five of my friends. That is not right. I had to 

shoot a twelve year old who was throwing stones, and then I had to help him. That is not 

right. (Micha’s raised voice indicates he is upset.) 

 Micha asks the American if they have ever been to Arlington National Cemetery 

and if so, what their experience was like. He tells the group about Har Herzl, that it is in 

the middle of the city - not out in the middle of nowhere - in the middle of life. Behind 

the trees are traffic and buildings.  

 Micha gives a quick lesson in army uniforms and military units, explaining the 

significance of different colored berets, and the military rank as indicated by the number 

of “falafels” on the uniform.   

 The group gets up and walks into the cemetery, heading to Yonatan 

Netanyahu’s grave. Micha explains the set up of the graves, as a bed with life (grass, 

flowers) springing out of it. He tells the story of the hijacking of the Air France flight and 

the separation of the hostages when the plane lands in Entebbe, Uganda. He also tells a 

little background about Yonatan Netanyahu.  

 As the group walks to the next gravesite, Meir, one of the Israeli participants, 

waits at the back until the group passes and steps out to visit a grave in the newest 

section. He kneels and covers his face with his arm. His body heaves, and he appears to 

be crying.   

 Avi’s grave: Avi was a childhood friend of Micha. He tells the story of their 

friendship from high school to the army. They both had a free weekend, and had planned 

to travel back to the base together. Micha was late and the driver would not let him on the 

bus. He waved to Avi, who was on the bus and laughed at him, and Avi waved back. As 
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Avi’s later bus approached the Beit Lid junction, it stopped because there had been a 

double terrorist attack (one explosion followed by a second as people helped those 

injured in the first explosion). Avi had gotten off the bus to help people in the first 

explosion and was killed by the second one.  

 As we visit different graves, Micha explains what we see at each gravesite. For 

example, he explains the candles, the personalization of newer graves, what is engraved 

on each headstone, why it is flat, and why people leave stones rather than flowers. He 

also talks about personal loss within the greater loss for the entire society. 

 Nachshon Wachsman’s grave: As we approach, Meir goes up to Micha and says 

that he will tell Nachshon’s story but not the other story. [It seems that earlier, Micha 

requested that the Israelis share their personal stories and Meir agreed to tell two stories, 

but now decides he will only share one.] Meir tells the story of Nachshon Wachsman, 

who was his neighbor. He is still very close friends with Nachshon’s younger brother. 

Meir tells the general story of the kidnap and then a much more personal one of being at 

the Wachsman house during the period in which he was held hostage. He describes the 

Shabbat where something happened, but they did not know what exactly. It eventually 

became clear in the neighborhood that someone “important” was coming to the house, 

and everyone thought it was Nachshon returning, so the friends left the house. But they 

discovered it was the army coming to announce Nachshon’s death. As Meir tells the 

story, he stops several times because he is crying. He comments that he is surprised by 

how hard it is to tell the story, even though it is now 10 years since Nachshon was 

kidnapped and killed. He says it still feels so recent. Members of the group listen closely, 

some with tears in their eyes.  

 On our way to the next gravesite, we again pass where Meir stopped earlier. 

This time he stops with four American participants and shows them the grave and tells 

them something. (One American later tells me that on the first night of the program, he 

and Meir stayed up late and Meir told him about his friend who was killed a month 

earlier at the Erez checkpoint.) As we move on, most Israeli participants hang back and 

wait for Meir. When he arrives, they envelop him and talk with him, some of them 

crying, others with tears in their eyes. None of the American participants are included in 

the Israelis’ circle, and none attempt to enter this enclave. Some Americans also cry or 

have tears. There is a clear demarcation and a sharp contrast between American 

participants and Israelis in their uniforms. It seems that both groups sense the separation 

between national groups. The Israelis rejoin the Americans as Micha is telling about the 

“brother’s grave” where many soldiers are buried together. The separation between 

groups is less outstanding (though still present since Israelis still wear uniforms).  

 We move onto the grave of Hannah Senesh. Jana (American staff) briefly tells 

her story, including Hannah’s life, her move to Palestine, her return to Eastern Europe as 
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part of a unit that ultimately was meant to help Jews, and how she was eventually 

captured, tortured and killed. Those who know the song sing Ali, Ali.  

 After completing the military cemetery tour and visiting the graves of the 

country’s leaders, Micha thanks the group. One American boy thanks Micha and the rest 

of the Israelis on behalf of the Americans. “Seeing you here, in uniform, really hit home 

as to what you do, what you sacrifice for this country, and not just for the Israelis but for 

all of us. Thank you for doing it, for going through this place and sharing your personal 

ties with us, so we could understand.” 

 As soon as the group leaves the cemetery, the Israelis head to the bathroom at 

the entrance of Har Herzl and immediately take off their uniforms.  

 

The excerpt from the Birthright group describes a multifaceted “journey” through the 

military cemetery. It includes the framing of place and space in connection with the 

cemetery specifically, and the IDF generally. It also includes the physical and somatic 

expressions of participants (mostly crying and teary-eyes), and the multiple shifts in 

boundaries within the group as the journey progresses. Statements made in a follow-

up conversation are included in the interpretation below because they offer useful 

insight into how the participants understand the experience.   

Upon entering the cemetery, the tour guide frames the journey, explaining 

how Har Herzl is in the “middle of the city,” emphasizing the centrality of the military 

within Israeli society. Soldiers are everywhere and everyone, including the uniformed 

members of the present group. Loss through the military is unavoidable. Soldiers lose 

their friends, and they lose their innocence when forced to shoot at young stone 

throwers. The tour guide personalizes the cemetery and the military for the group –

especially for the Americans – by explaining the soldiers’ uniforms, by pointing out 

certain markers and their meaning, and by sharing stories of fallen friends. His 

framing of the cemetery leads Americans to think about their relationship with the 

American military and national cemetery. One young man later reflects on the 

distance he feels from the U.S. military because few people in his socio-economic 
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class serve in the army. He wonders aloud if perhaps bringing back the national draft 

might lead to “greater national responsibility.” 

Particular occurrences during the Har Herzl encounter underscore difference 

and separate the group along national lines. While Meir struggles through his own 

tears in telling his personal experience surrounding the death of family friend 

Nachshon Wachsman, both Israeli and American participants show similar emotional 

reactions (crying, teary-eyes), and both appear sympathetic to their friend’s loss. But 

as he finishes telling the story, Meir is swept into an Israeli enclave where he is 

physically comforted and supported by his fellow Israeli soldiers, and protected from 

outsiders. Although they sympathize, the Americans do not approach the Israeli 

enclosure. Instead, they stand silently watching the Israelis enfold Meir, seemingly 

conscious of the distance created between national groups, overtly marked by the 

absence or presence of an army uniform.  

Americans later admit to feeling like outsiders during the Har Herzl journey. 

One young man remarks that, “The whole experience at Har Herzl made me feel like 

an outside observer, peering into something foreign that does not belong.” He notes 

that signs and grave markers only appeared in Hebrew, unlike elsewhere in the 

country where most signs were also posted in English.  

Even as the visit to the cemetery separates the national groups, it also brings 

individuals from the two groups closer together. Several Israelis choose to share 

personal moments with select American peers during the experience. Though he 

exhibits sadness and pain (body heaving, covering his eyes, and crying) when initially 

visiting the grave of a friend who died a month earlier, and though he refuses to tell 

the full group about his friend, Meir returns to the grave with four American 

participants. The selected Americans are individuals with whom Meir feels bonded 
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and considers friends. He previously shared his friend’s story with at least one young 

man, and chooses to bring him and others to his friend’s grave.  

In a follow-up discussion, American Birthright participants cite the encounter 

with Har Herzl as extremely powerful and touching, an experience that heightens their 

awareness and understanding of the soldier and the army in Israeli society. By telling 

stories about friends buried in the cemetery, and by donning uniforms, the Israelis 

help Americans comprehend the meaning of the Israeli army, what they do as 

soldiers, and the impact of a soldier’s death in Israel. The Israelis’ personal 

involvement also helps Americans to grasp the “sacrifice” made by soldiers. Like 

high school participants, they understand this sacrifice as one for both Israel and the 

Jewish people. One young man later states that the visit helped him see and 

experience his Israeli peers as soldiers. “No matter with whom or where, they are 

always soldiers, for three years. And the fact that they suddenly wore their uniforms 

made me understand this.” Both at the site and in a later discussion, Americans 

express gratitude at being invited to take part in such a personal journey with their 

Israeli counterparts, and to have the opportunity to ask them questions. They also 

express pride in their new friends’ service, and an appreciation for what they do. 

For the Israelis, the experience is also meaningful. In a group discussion, 

participants reflect on feeling a sense pride as they walked through the cemetery with 

their American peers while in uniform. “It wasn't that they were taking pictures of just 

any soldiers, they took pictures of us as soldiers, and that's why it was so special, for 

them and for us, because they took pictures of their friends that were actually soldiers, 

and we were photographed by friends who were proud of our being soldiers.” Israelis 

also express excitement in helping the Americans make sense of army service, 

ultimately helping them to better understand themselves and their role as Israeli 
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soldiers. “In that moment they understood… that I, and all of us, protect them and 

Israel. It was exciting.” 

 

IV. The Extreme Experience - General Interpretations 

While non-extreme encounters with the army are generally serendipitous, nearly all 

extreme experiences with the army during the Israel experience are purposeful and 

planned. These encounters are conscious educational instruments implemented by 

Israel experience educators and used to achieve several goals.   

 

A. Social Drama Shifts Intergroup Boundaries  

While aspects of the extreme encounter with the army appear chaotic at first glance, 

there is in fact much order in how the event transpires, reflecting a social drama 

within an intercultural setting. Social drama describes a clash occurring between 

members of group or community over an emotionally charged issue that leads to crisis 

within a group. Social dramas unfold in a sequentially structured order that includes 

an initial breach threatening the collective body, a mounting crisis, some sort of 

redressive action to override the crisis, and a reintegration or a realization that there 

are certain irreconcilable boundaries between group factions (Turner 1974; Myerhoff 

1978; Heilman 1983; Reimer 1992, 1997). Within mifgashim groups, extreme 

encounters with the army sometimes develop into a social drama because of the 

emotional elements and potential drama surrounding the event, and the different 

lenses that each social group brings to the encounter.  

“When rational discourse gives way to social drama, a special opportunity 

opens for the ethnographer to observe…an act of self-definition” (Reimer 1997: 24). 

During extreme encounters with the army, a breach (phase one) occurs when an 
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intercultural group is exposed to the army in a manner that highlights loss or potential 

death. Alone, the exposure may not lead to crisis, but within an intercultural program 

emphasizing family and peoplehood among American and Israeli Jews, it is powerful 

enough to advance to crisis.  

Mounting crisis (phase two) occurs when the group becomes acutely aware of 

striking differences between national groups, such as those connected to army service 

or college attendance and extreme scenarios related to Israeli reality. Although the 

extreme encounter is not the first time the gap between army and college arises, it is 

the first time it highlights death or loss. The crisis continues to escalate as the 

experience piques emotional highs. For Israeli high school students, the crisis includes 

the Americans’ statements of understandings with which they disagree. The crisis 

reaches a threshold for high school and college groups when both national groups 

recognize the gap or boundary existing between them. In some high school groups, 

the threshold is reached for Israeli participants when the Americans attempt to shift 

closer to them, and try to redefine ingroup - outgroup boundaries, while the Israelis 

continue to experience a gap between groups and shift away from their American 

counterparts. 

Redressive action (phase three) is imminent when the social drama reaches a 

threshold. The redress is essentially ad hoc, with the intensity and nature of the 

program providing a means to override the crisis. Redress comes as the group moves 

away from the extreme into a non-extreme place or activity that minimizes cultural 

differences and national identities. Such rapid passage from place to place or activity 

to activity is quite normal for Israel experience programs. Swift movement provides a 

means to shift from one behavioral strategy to another, changing identity salience and 

releasing intergroup tensions which mounted during the experience. Specifically, 



106 

 

moving from categorized contact into activities that recategorize an intercultural 

group into one superordinate group reduces tension. Also, participating in small group 

activities based on shared interests or personal relations allows individuals to focus on 

decategorized or cross-categorized identities. The bus serves as useful vehicle for 

redress and for restoring order. It is a space that functions as a mobile home for the 

group throughout the summer.  It is also a place for building group bonds and 

collective identity as the group enacts elements of youth culture – as they listen to 

music and perform it – and it is a place where interpersonal connections are 

reinforced.  

Stage four of the social drama results in both reintegration and schism. 

Reintegration between national groups occurs when they accept difference and still 

maintain a collective enterprise. Schism occurs in high school groups when Israelis 

realize the other group’s limitations in understanding them (i.e., it is a schism of 

understanding and not of group solidarity). In these cases, the schism does not lead to 

group disintegration (Heilman 1983). Instead, the phase is an opportunity for national 

groups to “take stock” (Turner 1974) as they separately negotiate boundaries and 

assess the common ingroup identity in light of national identities. Essentially, the 

schism allows for subcategorized contact, where both national and intercultural group 

identities are made salient.   

Although each national group experiences the social drama quite disparately, 

the social drama functions as a definitional-ceremony for the group as a whole. 

Definitional ceremonies allow a group to develop, discover, or reconfirm their 

collective group identity (Myerhoff 1978), even without a shift or change in group 

boundaries or dynamics (Reimer 1992). Even though the Israelis disagree with the 

Americans’ emotional reactions and articulated understandings, the group remains 
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intact. Because the group shares other common identities (e.g., youth, Jewish, specific 

Israel experience program and group), and because individuals create strong 

interpersonal relationships, the group withstands both the social drama and the 

incongruity in experience. Shared identities and personal relationships allow salient 

national identity to fade when the extreme experience ends and the group moves to 

other activities. Essentially, shared identities and personal relations allow the social 

drama to end with no real resolve. 

 

B. A Significant Window for Making Sense of Israelis 

The extreme experience with the army provides a means for Israel experience 

participants to explore an important aspect of Israeli culture and society. While the 

non-extreme encounter exposes participants to the magnitude of the army within 

society, it depicts only a superficial level of the army’s cultural significance. Through 

casual experience, Americans contrast their own experiences, commenting on how 

unusual it is to see an eighteen year old with a rifle strapped to his or her back, and 

expressing surprise when meeting female army officers who are close to their own 

age. Yet, despite recognizing difference, the non-extreme does not push American 

participants to grasp the role of the army in Israeli society or the significance of the 

army experience to Israeli identity. In contrast, the extreme assists participants in 

deromanticizing notions about the impervious Israeli army and the strong, good-

looking Israeli soldiers whom they encounter. Through the extreme, they encounter a 

significant rite of passage in Israel that sometimes brings painful repercussions to 

individuals and the larger society.  

Israeli youth, and some American Jewish youth, learn Israeli war history in a 

manner that preserves the “myth of the war experience,” where war is constructed “as 
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a meaningful and even sacred event” (Mosse 1990: 7) rather than as an “encounter 

with death [which] is perhaps the most basic war experience” (ibid: 3). Highlighting 

heroic acts performed by soldiers and extolling gains for the nation reinforces the 

myth and romanticizes the supreme sacrifice made for the state. Heroic tales 

combined with casual and carefree non-extreme contact with the IDF results in a 

glamorized notion of the Israeli army in the minds of these youth. However, when 

combined with direct exposure and interpersonal interaction with the families of the 

fallen, participants start to deconstruct the myth. Even through visits to the military 

cemetery, “a central symbol in the Myth of the War Experience” (ibid: 46), the 

romantic notions begin to unravel. According to one tour educator, “the visits are 

useful in showing reality because they highlight the ultimate price we pay for this 

country.” Ultimately, the extreme forces participants to confront difficult questions 

and ideas, such as what Israel would look like today if it had not experienced war and 

the loss of so many young lives in a short span of time. In addition, the extreme 

pushes Israeli and American participants to rediscover and reevaluate the pain 

involved in personal loss rather than simply accepting the gains for the state as a 

whole.  

Because bereavement and commemoration are normal in the public realm and 

central to the collective Israeli culture, interactions with particular sites and people 

affected by army loss are essential to a program whose goal is to provide participants 

with a rich sense of what it is like to live in Israel.  

 

C.  Israelis as Educational Tools 

During extreme encounters with the army, Israeli staff and participants function as 

vehicles for interpersonal learning within the group in two profound ways. First, they 
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share general knowledge and expertise about the Israeli army, including that which 

relates to Israeli war and battle history, intricacies linked to army service, and the 

place of the army in Israeli society. Second, Israelis share personal experience, and 

their opinions or attitudes about the army and army service.  

During some encounters, Israelis from outside the group share both their 

knowledge and experience surrounding the army. In such cases, the Israelis are adults 

who volunteer to speak to the group (in the case of bereaved parent seminars) or who 

run the program (in the case of Gadna). In other instances, the educational staff calls 

upon Israelis within the group to share knowledge or experience. And finally, even 

when staff is not present, Israeli participants are thrust into a position by their 

American peers, where they serve as experts or share thoughts and feelings about the 

army.  

When called upon, either by staff or by peers, some Israeli participants 

voluntarily share knowledge, experience, and their opinions, while others choose to 

remain silent about what they know or to keep their experience private. Even when 

not inclined, there are times when Israeli participants are forced to share for the 

group’s sake. Most notably, educational staff coerces or manipulates bereaved 

participants into temporarily abandoning private pain or mourning for group purposes. 

While at Har Herzl, Uri and Sharon express a desire to keep their personal loss private 

rather than share it with the group. Though they are not forced to verbalize their 

experience, the staff marches the group past the grave of their loved one (in their 

presence), ultimately disregarding their earlier request. These bereaved family 

members are essentially treated as a unique opportunity to illustrate personal pain –

displayed naturally while visiting the gravesite of a loved one – and to help a group 

experience the deeper meaning of the army in Israeli society.   
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Just as the bereaved forgo private moments of mourning for the sake of the 

group, American participants push Israelis to verbalize their thoughts and opinions 

about army service, even when the Israelis do not fully want to articulate their 

thoughts. At the end of Gadna, Meirav is put in a position by her emotionally 

distraught American friends to share thoughts about her forthcoming service. It is 

unclear whether Meirav makes a bona fide choice to share her thoughts and reassure 

the Americans, or whether she feels compelled by the situation and the silence of 

other Israeli participants to say something. Either way, there is pressure to respond to 

the Americans’ reactions.  

Whether forced or voluntary, sharing with the group potentially benefits both 

national groups. Israeli and American participants are given the opportunity to learn 

personally from Israelis outside the group, from their staff, and from their peers. 

Furthermore, the experience pushes Israelis to verbalize thoughts and ideas about 

army service, and to confront their fears or feelings about extreme aspects of the 

army. For younger youth, this is perhaps more difficult because they have not yet 

embarked on service. For older participants, the experience of sharing may serve as a 

means to articulate and reinforce ideas forming during service.  

 

D. Israelis Think about their Identity vis-à-vis the Outgroup  

Although it is standard practice for Israelis to visit army bases, military cemeteries, 

and to interact with bereaved families, they generally visit such places accompanied 

by family, classmates, or other individuals who share a common cultural 

understanding of the army, the places, and the people associated with it. Encountering 

the army within a structured intercultural program changes the experience for them. 

Israeli participants are expected to share their knowledge, personal stories, and 
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connections surrounding the extreme. As foreign peers exhibit strong emotional 

reactions and articulate what they think it means to be Israeli and serve in the army, 

Israelis also think about their own identities, their perceptions of the army, and Israeli 

reality. In doing so, they either accept or reject outgroup reactions and constructions 

of Israeli identity.  

1. Rejection by High School Israelis 

Israeli and American youth display similar emotional and somatic expressions and 

responses to extreme experiences with the army. Nevertheless, Israeli high school 

students tend to reject American responses because they believe the foreigners 

misread the experience. When Israelis cry and touch during extreme encounters, they 

recognize their reactions as a sign of empathy for someone within the ingroup who 

experienced loss, or as a reaction to an overwhelming experience, such as shooting a 

gun. In contrast, they perceive American tears as sympathy, fear, and worry for them, 

as they prepare to embark on military service.  

Israelis also rebuff Americans’ cognitive understanding because they see these 

constructs as negatively linking their imminent army service to the topic of death. The 

ways in which Americans frame army service leads them to pity their Israeli 

counterparts, and to reduce to the bare minimum what many Israelis see as a privilege 

and positive cultural marker. Israelis thus see American constructs as disrespecting 

the spaces and places where the extreme encounters take place.  

While a growing number of young secular Israelis evade mandatory army 

service (Shavit 2000), most of society still frames service as an important and positive 

rite of passage into adult society. High school participants generally represent 

mainstream Israeli youth who intend to serve in the IDF, and see it as a privilege. 

Israelis pride themselves on the image of the Israeli soldier as strong and powerful, 
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and see their upcoming status as something that marks them as special and different 

from their American peers. While American participants speak about university and 

the places they would like to attend, Israeli participants talk about the army and 

particular units in which they would like to serve. They seek high status positions that 

will earn them praise and benefit them later within Israeli society. Thus, when 

Americans express fear, sadness, and worry regarding their looming army service, 

Israelis see their privilege called into question. Moreover, negative reactions mar what 

they see as a positive rite of passage, and the pride they take in becoming a soldier.  

In order to cultivate support among Diaspora Jews, Israeli officials once 

capitalized on the concept of the miskane (literally, one who is unfortunate or the 

object of pity) by highlighting Israel’s struggles with hostile neighbors, emphasizing 

the loss of heroic young people in battle, and underscoring the challenges of 

developing a young nation (Golan 1992). As Israel advanced economically, 

politically, and developmentally the state began to reject the notion. Moreover, young 

Israelis personally rejected being seen as the object of pity (Starr 1990), especially in 

connection with their army service. Because they take pride in army service, Israelis 

want to be respected and not pitied for it. During intercultural encounters, pitying 

Israelis subordinates them to a position that is less than (for we pity those less 

fortunate than us), thus breaking the balance between national groups.  

Whereas past participants in mifgashim programs expressed anger and 

bitterness about going to the army while their American friends went off to college, 

few participants today convey similar feelings. Although some remark on differences 

in post high school paths, few Israelis express bitterness. In fact, veteran Israel 

experience educators believe the lack of anger reflects a vast change in mifgashim 

today in comparison to programs prior to 1990. These educators point out that in 
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comparison to participants ten to twenty years ago, today’s groups rarely see the 

national groups as opposites, and that they are much more likely to see each other as 

similar. The observations of educators underscore an inherent paradox within 

adolescent groups today, namely, the desire to be different and unique, and at the 

same time, similar and equal to the other national group.   

If today’s Israeli participants resent anything, it is the American attempt at 

reducing their identity and reality. They reject the notion of army service leading to 

death as the quintessential Israeli reality. The reduction is crude and comes at a time 

when Israeli high school participants do not want to be reminded of the possibility, 

especially by outgroup members. Israelis are disappointed that instead of being proud 

of their forthcoming service, Americans reduce the experience to something that 

should be feared. Israelis also resent the reduction of their identity because each 

extreme encounter occurs towards the end of the summer program, after weeks of 

building trust and understanding between the national groups. To have one’s essence 

reduced to a bare minimum, and to feel misunderstood so late in the program feels 

insulting and frustrating.  

Finally, Israeli high school students reject American responses to extreme 

encounters with the army in connection to the actual “space and place” (Ben-Ari and 

Bilu 1997) in which these encounters take place, specifically, a military cemetery, an 

army base, and a memorial to fallen soldiers. These sites are not necessarily holy in a 

religious sense, but they are sacred in what they represent – a tie with the Israeli army 

and to the fallen soldier. Though public places, the sites are primarily owned by, or 

most directly belong to, the fallen and his or her family, and then to Israeli citizens. In 

no way do such spaces belong to outsiders, even to non-Israeli Jews, (as places like 

Yad Vashem may belong to the Jewish people). Although invited in, American 
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participants are guests in these sacred spaces. In reducing rather than broadening their 

understandings, Israelis perceive the Americans as impolite guests who disrespect the 

sacred by taking up too much space and infringing on what is not theirs.  

2. Acceptance by College-Age Israelis 

In contrast to Israeli high school students, Israelis in college groups tend to more 

freely accept American responses to the extreme experience. In fact, both national 

groups agree on the value of the extreme experience in helping to show the place of 

the soldier in Israeli society, and also in framing Israeli participants as soldiers and 

defenders of the Jewish people. This framing allows both national groups to see army 

service as a privilege and to take pride in the current army service of Israeli 

participants.  

By seeing the Israelis in uniform at Har Herzl, American participants 

recognize them not only as other young people living in a different society, but as 

soldiers who serve their nation. From beginning to end, American participants 

approach the encounter as outsiders who want to listen and learn from the inside 

experts. In visiting a military cemetery with part of the group in army uniform, it is 

clear who “owns” the space. The visitors accept respectfully their status and remain 

on the outside, even when they might want to step closer and support a friend who 

grieves. They only take a step inward when invited to do so (such as when an Israeli 

invites four Americans to visit the grave of a friend who was recently killed). 

 

V. Summary of Findings 

Extreme encounters with the Israeli army offer the opportunity for intercultural 

groups to confront a central element of Israeli culture and society, and dig deeper into 

understanding Israel and Israeli identity. Based on their association with a sense of 
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loss or death, the encounters spark heightened emotional responses alongside attempts 

to comprehend the experience. Even as they participate in the same experience, Israeli 

and American participants often interpret the encounter differently, especially within 

high school groups. Both the actual experience and interpretations of it play a role in 

how boundaries shift (or do not shift) between national groups during these 

experiences. Generally speaking, extreme encounters maintain salience of national 

group identity, as participants become deeply aware of their differences. At the end of 

many extreme encounters, identity salience shifts as the group moves onto the bus or 

into another activity. At these times, youth identity replaces national group identity in 

salience, as individuals and small groups listen to and share music, or as they interact 

with one another on an interpersonal level.  

  

VI. Implications for Research Questions 

Extreme experiences with the army offer the most overt contrast between national 

groups, specifically with respect to current or future obligation to the country and the 

role this plays in life path or structure. Thus, army encounters provide an opportunity 

for participants to reflect on their national group identity vis-à-vis the other group. For 

Americans, the encounters also present an opportunity to learn more about Israeli 

culture, society, and identity. They learn firsthand the significance of the army and the 

soldier to both the state and individual families, and how family life and time is 

sometimes structured around the enlisted or reserve soldier’s schedule. As noted 

previously, American participants know very little about Israeli youth coming into 

mifgashim programs. Encounters with the army offer a direct glimpse into the level of 

responsibility and seriousness that their counterparts confront as they graduate high 
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school. Finally, experiences with the army help to personalize both the present and 

historical security situation in Israel.  

With regard to creating a sense of Jewish peoplehood or belonging during the 

Israel experience mifgash, the extreme encounter provides both national groups the 

opportunity to see the Israel Defense Force as an entity that guards and protects not 

only Israel, but also the Jewish people in general. While army service is not a shared 

responsibility among all group members, encounters with the army provide the full 

group with a sense of gratitude for Israeli soldiers. Among older groups, these 

experiences provide the chance for the soldiers themselves and their American 

counterparts to take pride in what they are doing for the Jewish people. It also forces 

some American participants to confront their relationship with the Jewish state and to 

explore how they might also take responsibility to protect or defend Israel.  

While recognizing the IDF as a Jewish defender, extreme encounters with the 

army do not necessarily tie a group together or to Israel. In some instances, American 

participants feel more distant as they recognize their outsider status in relation to 

Israel and the army. Both Israelis and Americans become acutely aware of cultural 

differences between the groups, which may temporarily produce a gap between them. 

Nevertheless, the experience does provide the opportunity for both groups to further 

understand Israeli identity. Even if younger Israelis do not agree with particular 

interpretations or oppose the association with the risk of death, there is still a 

heightened sense of the place of the army in their lives and society.  

 The extreme encounter tends to maintain boundaries between national groups, 

despite any attempts by American participants to shift closer to Israelis. During these 

encounters, categorized contact is the main approach to intergroup contact, with other 

strategies playing a secondary role. Specifically, personal relationships formed at 
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earlier stages of the mifgash allow interpersonal or decategorized contact to arise 

during extreme experiences. For example, both Meir and Sharon share personal 

stories about the loss of family and friends with particular American participants 

based on earlier conversations and bonds formed. Other approaches to intergroup 

contact play a central role in ending extreme encounters with the army and the 

tensions and emotions piqued during them. When a group returns to the bus, 

individuals listen to music or interact with one another, making use of decategorized 

and cross-categorized contact based on interpersonal relationships and shared 

interests. They also reconnect as one recategorized group as they return to a place or 

begin a new activity that focuses on their Jewish or full group identities.  

 While youth culture plays a minimal role during extreme encounters with the 

army, music is used at particular moments to create a mood during such encounters. 

For example, participants are asked to sing during their visit to the military cemetery. 

Youth culture plays a greater role in helping intercultural groups reconnect after 

extreme experiences by providing a means to dilute the salience of national identity 

and focus on alternative identities and commonalities.  

It is clear that age makes a difference in how participants experience and 

perceive the extreme army encounters. Israeli high school students have not yet 

entered the army and they are wary of American perceptions of their forthcoming 

service. They show a need to defend their pride in army service, but they find it 

difficult to engage directly in a discussion about the risks and uncertainties related to 

this service with their American counterparts. Among older Israeli participants (and 

current soldiers), the army is a known entity and thus, they are more confident and 

comfortable in their identity and reality as soldiers. They are not threatened by outside 

perceptions, nor do they fear outsider expressions of worry or concern for them. 
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Furthermore, the data show that while neither younger nor older groups extensively 

debrief extreme army encounters with the help of their staff, older participants 

mention these encounters on their own, and explore these experiences together during 

final group discussions. During these conversations, both American college students 

and Israeli participants bring up particular experiences and articulate a broader and 

more complex understanding of Israeli identity as a result of the extreme encounter. 

While high school students mention extreme encounters as highlights of their Israel 

experience program, the data do not show an ability to move beyond the immediate 

and raw emotional experience and critically think about the encounter.  
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Chapter 4: How Israelis Learn about American Jews 

 

Introduction 

While American participants know little about Israeli youth, Israeli participants tend 

to have more general knowledge about American youth. Their understandings come 

through a variety of windows which expose them to American society and culture. 

Namely, they perceive Americans through the mass media, American cultural 

influences in Israel, American visitors in Israel, and interactions when traveling 

abroad.  

 In contrast to the variety of means available to American participants to better 

understand Israeli identity during Israel experience mifgashim, the location restricts 

the accessible resources available to Israeli participants for better understanding 

American Jewish identity. Israelis are thus limited to the participants themselves and 

the few group discussions that focus on American Jews.     

While the previous chapter focused on how extreme experiences with the 

Israeli army provide a means for understanding Israeli identity, the present chapter 

uses non-extreme times to explore how Israelis perceive American Jewish identity. 

Focus on the non-extreme occurs out of necessity. As noted, the location of the 

encounter provides a wealth of extreme and non-extreme experiences as a means for 

understanding Israeli identity, with far fewer resources available for understanding 

American Jewish identity. Thus, while remaining on one’s home geographical and 

cultural “turf” is considered advantageous to feeling comfortable and not struggling 

with a new environment in an intercultural encounter (Ezrachi 1994), it is also 

disadvantageous. When trying to move beyond preconceived notions and stereotypes 

of the group, being on one’s own turf means there are fewer resources for exploring 



120 

 

the other social group, limiting the home group to verbal interactions and observations 

of the visitor’s behaviors. In contrast, going to the physical territory of the other 

provides the opportunity to observe and interact with the home group in their natural 

environment, and in ways spanning from the everyday to the extraordinary. It also 

provides the visitor with tangible windows into the home group’s culture and society. 

As Israeli and American participants travel and join together in various 

programmed and non-programmed experiences during extended encounters, attitudes 

and perceptions about the other social group emerge discursively, as tangential “off 

the cuff” comments or passing remarks, referred to here as discursive talk. While 

some comments reflect preconceived notions, other remarks reflect observations made 

during the intercultural encounter itself. Along with a few group discussions related to 

identity issues, such as those concerning Zionism and intermarriage, discursive talk 

reveals how individuals understand their group and personal identity, and also the 

identities of the other national group.   

A stated goal of Israel experience mifgashim is to provide Israelis with an 

opportunity to move beyond distant or impersonal interactions with American Jews, 

and into closer contact with them. The present chapter explores times when, despite 

limited resources, discussion of American Jewish identity surfaces. It also looks at 

how (or if) Israelis move beyond the images and stereotypes they hold about 

American Jews during the encounter program.  

 

I. Exposures to American Society and Culture  

As noted, Israelis know about Americans through the mass media, American 

influences in Israel, visitors in Israel, and through interactions when traveling abroad. 

The mass media serve as the predominant window into American society. In recent 
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years, new communication forms – from television and newspapers to the internet and 

email – serve as additional sources of information and entertainment that extend 

beyond national borders (Doron 1998). Since the 1990’s, commercial television has 

transformed dramatically Israeli politics, culture, and society (Peri 2004). In a society 

gripped by the news, Israelis have moved from relying on local newspapers and one 

state-controlled television channel to receiving information from other commercial 

and foreign channels via cable television (ibid), as well as from the internet and other 

print sources. Foreign media not only provide additional information, but they also 

provide a lens into how the foreign press frames Israel and the Middle East for the 

world to see (Wolfsfeld 1997).  

Cable television and the internet are not only a source of news, but also serve 

as channels of entertainment, an additional window for viewing aspects of American 

culture. Even before cable infiltrated Israel, American programs penetrated Israeli 

television. Dallas and Dynasty were “two of the most successful television series in 

the history of Israeli television” (Starr 1990: 13). More recent and popular series have 

since followed suit. American movies and a variety of television programming – from 

music videos, to drama and comedy series, to reality shows – expose the Israeli 

mainstream to socio-cultural phenomena in the United States. While the culture 

depicted is sometimes deviant or counter-culture, representing young people rebelling 

against mainstream society (such as in music videos), some of it also presents a 

window into mainstream American or Western youth culture. 

Israelis also experience America through American cultural influences in 

Israel, or the “Americanization of Israel” (see, e.g., Azaryahu 2000; Diamond 2000; 

Rebhun and Waxman 2000), narrowly defined here as “the impact of mainly popular 

American culture on cultural contexts” (Azaryahu 2000: 41) in Israel. In addition to 
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the aforementioned American media sources available in Israel, Americanization is 

manifested in the barrage of American products imported increasingly into Israel. For 

example, where once Israeli supermarkets and stores imported few American food 

and luxury items, today such products are commonplace. American fast food chains 

(e.g., McDonald’s and Pizza Hut), stores (e.g., Ace Hardware and Toys ‘R Us), and 

other companies are also prevalent in Israel. The Americanization of Israel also 

includes increased acceptance of English words in Hebrew vernacular, the popularity 

of shopping malls and suburban living, and the growth in credit cards usage and work 

dress codes (Rebhun and Waxman 2000).  

Finally, travelers and traveling provide a window into American culture. 

“Cumulatively over the years, as well as each year separately, more Israelis have been 

exposed through tourism to Americans and America” (Rebhun and Waxman 2000: 

78). American Jews continue to visit Israel as tourists, students, participants in 

informal educational programs, and immigrants (olim), while increasing numbers of 

Israelis travel to North America as tourists, emissaries (shlichim), visiting students, 

and as emigrants (yordim). 

In large urban areas within Israel, Israelis interact with American Jewish 

visitors or olim, whether on the street, in dance clubs, in restaurants and stores, at the 

university, or in peoples’ homes. Israelis throughout the country also encounter 

groups of American Jews who come to visit their community as part of a “mission” or 

partnership program between an American city and their community (e.g., Partnership 

2000). Students and youth make contact with Jewish tour groups who visit their 

schools or youth movements. In addition to a deluge of tourists and visitors, 

Jerusalem hosts a large proportion of American immigrants to Israel (Avruch 1981; 

Rebhun and Waxman 2000).  
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 Among Israelis who go to the United States as tourists, some stay with 

relatives to defray trip costs or to feel comfortable in a strange setting before setting 

off on their own. Some visit synagogues or Jewish community centers, while others 

never enter Jewish institutions but encounter Jewish Americans in major metropolitan 

areas or in predominantly Jewish suburbs when staying with friends or relatives. 

Israeli emissaries interact with American Jews as part of their work in youth 

movements or camps, as community or immigration shlichim, and as short-term 

volunteer shlichim in schools or other venues. Israelis who immigrate to the United 

States often settle in predominantly Jewish areas and find themselves joining 

synagogues or sending their children to Jewish schools.  

 Thus, interactions and exposure to American Jews and American Jewish 

culture occurs both in Israel and abroad. In both places, Israelis view American Jews 

in terms of both their American identity and their Jewish identity. 

 

II. Perceptions of Americans and American Jews 

In addition to the windows mentioned above, Israeli understanding of American Jews 

is filtered through a classical Zionist ideology that “incorporates an element of 

negation of the exilic condition” (Ezrachi 1994: 22), viewing Israel as the center of 

Jewish life and the Diaspora as problematic for Jewish life and identity (Kopelowitz 

2003). Israelis grow up with a strong “set of images concerning Jewish life in the 

Diaspora [which] stem from Zionist ideology filtered through Israeli education, and 

influenced by the existing relationship between Israel and Diaspora Jewry” (Ezrachi 

and Aronovitz: n.d.). While certain educational establishments currently attempt to 

shift to a new paradigm (e.g., the Jewish-Zionist Education Department of the Jewish 

Agency for Israel), the Israeli education system and media make little effort to teach 
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or report on the contemporary state of Jewish Diaspora communities (Sheffer 2008). 

The Israeli mainstream therefore continues to view American Jews through a classical 

lens that, along with the exposures mentioned above, maintain or reinforce 

stereotypes.  

The average Israeli knows virtually nothing about his or her American Jewish 

counterpart and is ignorant of the size, scope and range of activities of American 

Jewish organizations…Stopping the average Israeli youngster in the street and 

questioning him or her about Jews in America, one encounters a combination of 

ignorance and prejudicial stereotypes  (Serok 1994: 9-10). 

 

A. Wealthy and Powerful 

“The image of America for most Israelis, with the exception of those who have spent 

time in the United States or lived here, is wealth, an easy economic life…They see 

only the façade of America, including the glimmer and gloss of the American Jewish 

community” (Starr 1990: 14). Despite the distance between television fantasy and 

reality, Israelis often base their understanding of Americans and American culture on 

the television portrayals and the characters’ lifestyles. Israeli perceptions of American 

affluence are also fed by their interactions with Jewish tourists in Israel. They 

encounter individuals and groups who stay in fancy hotels, eat in expensive 

restaurants, and spend a great deal of money on souvenirs, seemingly aloof or 

indifferent to cost. Israelis are surprised to learn that the image they encounter is not 

at all representative of the larger Jewish population, and that there are even poor Jews 

in America (Starr 1990). 

In addition to perceiving America as affluent, Israelis also see it as a nation 

with power. Israelis generally view the United States as a dominant and influential 
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force internationally, and as Israel’s closest ally. While they view the United States as 

their closest friend, they are also “aware of the asymmetric relationship between the 

two countries and the economic, political, and security dependence on America” 

(Rebhun and Waxman 2000: 74). The United States often plays a father figure role to 

Israel, demanding limited reaction to actions or aggressions against Israelis, 

withholding funds or equipment until Israel agrees to certain conditions, and scolding 

or reprimanding Israel publicly for certain actions (Starr 1990). Israelis see the 

unequal relationship as putting Israel and Israeli officials in a bind, having to report 

and acquiesce to American officials and policies.  

Regarding American Jews, while perceiving them as wealthy and oftentimes 

spoiled, Israelis acknowledge that their wealth supports Israel. They recognize that 

many of Israel’s accomplishments over the past fifty years (and even before the 

declaration of the state) are linked to the “enormous outpourings of money from the 

American Jewish community” (Starr 1990: 145), in addition to material aid (Feldman 

2002a). Israelis also perceive American Jews as politically powerful, a power which 

benefits Israel in the form of political advocacy within the United States (Cohen and 

Eisen 2000).  

Israelis perceive American Jewry’s financial and political support coming with 

a price tag. For example, while maintaining their official functions as ambassadors or 

consulates, Israeli diplomats in the United States (unlike diplomats from other 

countries) must build relationships with local Jewish communities. Officials in Israel 

must entertain Jewish leaders and philanthropists from North American while they 

visit Israel, inviting them for meetings, or even personally touring them around a 

military base or other site (Golan 1992). Israeli officials also must appease or explain 

policies and decisions to American Jewish leaders in order to maintain support for 
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Israel from the American Jewish community. Essentially, American Jewry’s clout 

often leads Israelis to see themselves as dependent, and thus having to play a specific 

role in relation to American Jews. 

 

B. Idealistic about Israel 

Israelis perceive American Jews as holding idealistic rather than realistic notions of 

Israel. 

American Jews love Israel as the embodiment of their ideal; in other words, as a 

fulfillment of their particular synthesis of American and Jewish idealism which has 

become the American Jewish creed, highly moralistic in its expectations and 

messianic in its anticipations. That image of Israel offers nourishment and sustenance 

to American Jewry (Elazar 1991: 40).  

When encountering Americans in Israel and in the United States, Israelis observe how 

Americans connect to Israel in its mythic form, with Israeli reality either secondary or 

not at all relevant to American Jews (Starr 1990; Cohen and Eisen 2000). “I would 

meet people who had been to Israel five to ten times but still weren’t dealing with 

Israel. They were dealing with a mental image that had been built in the 1950s and 

1960s; it was not real” (Starr 1990: 148). Israelis perceive most American Jews as 

relating to Israel purely through their emotions, and maintaining simplistic, black-and-

white, rather than complex, notions of Israeli society.  

 

C. Liberal versus Right-Wing 

Israelis perceive American Jews in two seemingly paradoxical ways. First, they see 

American Jews as religiously and politically right wing. Among American olim, 

Orthodox Jews are proportionally overrepresented (especially in Jerusalem), while 
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Reform and Conservative Jews are underrepresented. Political extremism is connected 

to the large proportion of American immigrants who live over the green line (Avruch 

1981; Starr 1990; Rebhun and Waxman 2000) and conjures images of radical 

American immigrants, such as Baruch Goldstein (who opened fire in a Mosque killing 

Muslim Palestinians as they worshipped).  

The contrasting perception is that of the politically and religiously liberal 

American Jews. Although proportionally underrepresented in Israel, the presence of 

Reform and Conservative immigrants offers a religious anomaly to Israeli society. 

Whereas in the United States, the majority of American Jews identify with liberal 

Jewish denominations (Goldstein 1992; Ament 2005), within Israeli society, there is 

an inaccurate perception that Israelis are either religious (dati) or secular (hiloni), with 

few considering themselves somewhere in between (Avruch 1981). In fact, the 

perceived religious dichotomy within Israeli society is more illusory than real. Recent 

data show that whereas 38% of Israelis consider themselves strictly observant or 

observant to a great extent, and 21% say they are non-observant, another 41% say that 

they are somewhat observant (Levy et al 1997: 3). This is especially the case among 

Israeli Jews from eastern backgrounds (Yadgar and Liebman 2004). Even with a 

sizable native Israeli population falling in the middle (Levy et al 1997; Yadgar and 

Liebman 2004), and even as more Israelis begin to associate with established liberal 

movements, Israelis associate Reform and Conservative Judaism with transplanted 

American Jews. Religious liberalism is also connected with activist immigrants who 

become leaders of activities promoting egalitarianism, mixed gender learning and 

prayer services, women taking on ritual practices traditionally involving men, and 

women rabbis. 
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Israelis also associate American Jewish liberalism with issues surrounding 

“who is a Jew.” In 1980, a Reform convert applied for Israeli citizenship under the 

Law of Return. Though initially refused, she was eventually awarded citizenship by 

the Supreme Court who stated that the law did not stipulate that only Orthodox 

converts were entitled to citizenship (Weiner 2006). The initial refusal, along with 

other attempts by the Orthodox establishment to control religious matters in Israel, 

outrage liberal American Jews. Such issues are tied to questions about Jewish identity, 

issues concerning intermarriage, and the relationship between Israel and the American 

Jewish community. 

In relation to political liberalism, Israelis associate American Jews with the 

opinions expressed by American Jewish leaders, and pressures they exert on the 

Israeli government regarding security activities and political issues. Such pressures 

are seen as a brazen critique of Israel, causing Israeli leaders embarrassment in 

international arenas (Golan 1992). As noted earlier, the critique surfaced in the 1980’s 

– in aftermath of the Lebanon War and the massacres at Sabra and Shatilla, the 

Pollard case, and Palestinian uprisings – and was significant in breaking a barrier to 

public criticism of Israel among American Jewry. More generally, American Jews are 

seen as liberal because they often stand at the forefront of liberal movements and 

social activities (Liebman and Cohen 1990) within the United States and Israel. 

 

D. Naïve and Individualistic 

Israelis perceive American Jews as naïve with respect to conducting business, both in 

their encounters with American tourists and with new immigrants in Israel (Starr 

1990). Israelis also see American Jews as naïve in relation to their comfort in 

America, a notion derived from a classical Zionist outlook which looks down on 
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Jewish life in the Diaspora (Liebman and Cohen 1990; Kopelowitz 2003). Israelis 

understand that American Jews feel strongly and positively about the United States 

and identify with it, but Israelis see their Jewish future as uncertain. They see the high 

rates of intermarriage among American Jews as linked to assimilation and a 

diminishing Jewish population in the United States (Starr 1990). 

Whereas Israelis see themselves as collectively oriented, they perceive 

American Jews as individualistic. The differing orientations derive from the founding 

principles of each country, and influence the ways in which individuals in each 

society approach the idea of community (Liebman and Cohen 1990). Within the 

Israeli educational system, gibush, meaning “group cohesion” or “crystallization” 

(Katriel and Nesher 1986) is actively developed within Israeli classrooms. “By 

actively participating in the social constitution of their school class…children learn 

that form and quality of group life are a product of an ongoing social dynamic rather 

than an expression of a pre-established pattern” (Katriel 1991: 15). Although the 

American system also sets out to acculturate American children, it is oriented more 

towards the individual and is less concerned with building group solidarity within the 

class.   

 

III. Conversations that Reveal Perceptions of American Jews: Zionism, 

Intermarriage, the Peace Process, Discursive Comments 

 
A. Who is a Zionist?  

Most high school programs and some Birthright groups visit the home and grave of 

David Ben Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, at Sde Boker. Following the visit, 

Shorashim’s high school groups discuss Ben Gurion and his ideas regarding Zionism. 
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The following excerpts are taken from two such discussions where the staff opens a 

discussion about whether one can be a Zionist and live outside the State of Israel. 

Sde Boker, Eshkol 

As we sit in the grass outside of Ben Gurion’s home, Ari (Israeli staff) begins a 

discussion by telling the group that Ben Gurion believed the only Zionists are those that 

live in Israel. “You can argue with him. Everyone disagreed with Ben Gurion.”   

Marc (American): I agree with Ben Gurion. Idealistically I am a Zionist because I want 

to live in Israel, but realistically I am not because I live in Chicago. 

Ali (American): I disagree with Ben Gurion. Things keep people away from living in 

Israel. Supporting Israel is Zionism.  

Others argue or disagree with Marc, saying that he is contradicting himself.  

Eric (American staff): Marc is separating between the ideal and the real. 

Marc: Exactly. Ben Gurion’s statement disturbs me. 

Eric: By Ben Gurion’s statement, our program’s director is not a Zionist, and Marc is not 

a Zionist. 

Shimon (Israeli): I disagree with Ben Gurion’s statement. Not everyone who lives in 

Israel is a Zionist, some don’t care about the state. People outside of Israel work for 

Israel. 

Tal (Israeli male): Ben Gurion is an idealist. It can’t work. Israel needs American money 

and support. We need people like Marc here, who want to come to Israel, who have a 

Jewish vision of Israel. 

Ari: How many of your parents donate money to Israel? (Several hands are raised.) 

Daniel (American): My parents send me here, which is like giving money to Israel 

Joanna (American): There are different ways to give, like JNF. You can be a Zionist from 

abroad, through tourism and through support. 

Osnat (Israeli staff): I see it as something different, more personal. It is for me. It is 

something I do for myself. Does Zionism help you individually in any way? What does it 

do for you? 

Jon (American): What if Herzl got his way and the Jewish homeland was in Uganda? Is it 

still Zionism? 

Ari: This was the fight against having Uganda as the homeland….This conversation, 10 

years ago on Shorashim, what a fight between Americans and Israelis. This generation 

has haskama, agreement. You are more tolerant and more realistic, perhaps more than 

you are idealistic. 

The discussion ends and the group returns to the bus. The discussion continues among a 

small group of American participants and staff on the bus.  
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Sde Boker, Meir 

While sitting near Ben Gurion’s grave, one of the counselors tells the group about Ben 

Gurion and his attitudes about Zionism and living in the State of Israel. He asks the 

participants if they agree with Ben Gurion’s statement that only someone who lives in 

Israel can be considered a Zionist. Although initially most Israelis in the group disagree 

with his statement, one Israeli girl, Mimi, agrees with Ben Gurion and expresses a belief 

that American Jews “have it easy” because they go to college instead of doing army 

service. Some of the Americans are upset by the comment, and a heated debate ensues 

within the group. Emotions appear high as voices are raised and groups of Americans and 

Israelis (including the staff) argue about who we are, as individuals and as national 

groups. One American girl, Lyn, gets involved in an argument with Mimi on her views 

about how all American Jews have it easy, arguing that Mimi can’t judge everyone based 

on stereotypical images of American Jews.  

 

The excerpts describe the opinions of participants regarding Ben Gurion’s statement 

about who is a Zionist. The tone and focus in each discussion differs from the other. 

In the first group, both Israeli and American participants stick to the direct topic, 

giving their opinions about what it means to be a Zionist. One American boy 

generally agrees with Ben Gurion, seeing himself as an idealistic Zionist, who 

currently lives in America. Others disagree that the ideal of Zionism means living in 

Israel. Most participants believe that Zionism today means supporting Israel, whether 

from abroad, by visiting Israel, or by donating money to Israel. Israelis reveal an 

understanding of American Jewish wealth, and how it supports them. An Israeli boy 

points out that living in Israel is not enough, and in fact, it is possible to live in Israel 

and not support the state.   

 In the second group, though most participants disagree with Ben Gurion’s 

notion of Zionism in today’s world, one Israeli girl (Mimi) agrees, connecting her 

forthcoming army service to the discussion. She also uses her upcoming service as a 

way to express resentment that American Jews “have it easy,” noting that while she 

prepares to enter the army, her counterparts think about going to college. Believing 
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that Mimi’s comment reflects a stereotype about American Jews, Lyn (an American 

participant) expresses anger at being unfairly judged.  

 

B. Intermarriage and American Jews  

As part of the educational component, Hillel prescribes specific conversations for 

their Birthright Israel groups, with each staff choosing particular locations in which to 

conduct the discussions. In the early years of the program, one Hillel conversation 

surrounded the topic of “Jews and Gentiles.” While touring the Jewish quarter of the 

Old City in Jerusalem, the staff of one Birthright group stops in the Cardo and begins 

a discussion on intermarriage. Following is an excerpt taken from this discussion. 

The Cardo, Old City, Jerusalem, BRI#1  

Ari (Israeli staff) asks the group if it is important to them to marry another Jew. Several 

American participants answer that they definitely want to marry another Jew. Others are 

less steadfast, stating that their primary concern is being in love with the other person. 

Several Israelis enter the discussion by asking the Americans questions, rather than 

offering their own opinions.  

Adi (Israeli female): I don’t understand why it is such a big deal for the Americans to 

marry someone Jewish. Why is it so important to you? Why? (Based on her expression 

and tone, Adi seems to be asking the question in a seemingly mocking manner.)  

Heidi (American): Israelis can’t understand. For you, everything around you, everyone 

around you, is Jewish. You don’t know what it is to be in the minority. You don’t know 

what it is like to live in a society that is essentially Christian. 

Jenny (American): I understand that for some people it is not necessary or important. But 

for me, it is something I want to do and it is something that is important to me. I want to 

raise a Jewish family. 

Seth (American): One of my siblings is about to intermarry. It is difficult, but my parents 

are supporting it because they see their child is happy.  

Sharon (Israeli female): Even as an Israeli, my mother would kill me if [I] marry 

someone not Jewish. But for Americans it is different. Their identity may be threatened if 

they marry out because everything around them is not Jewish. 

Adam (American): For me, it is something that is important. I am not saying that I would 

never marry a non-Jew. I know that if I fell in love with someone who was not Jewish, I 

might end up marrying them. But I purposefully put myself in situations where I will 
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meet Jews for this reason. I joined a predominantly Jewish fraternity and mix in Jewish 

circles of friends. [His current girlfriend is Jewish.] 

Dayna (American): [Her parents are intermarried]. My parents made the choice to raise 

me Jewish. That it is something I want for my family. [To marry another Jew and / or to 

raise her children Jewish?] 

Ari tries to stop the discussion as the Americans and Israelis debate the issue. Gila 

(Israeli) antagonizes Americans who insist on marrying another Jew. Several comment 

that she cannot understand what it is like to be Jewish in America. Ari points out that 

they have different views because of their background. He stops the conversation and 

tells us it is time to move on.  Nancy (American) later mentions to me that Michelle’s 

parents are intermarried and she felt ‘attacked,’ and that there was no place for her to 

enter the conversation. 

[Note: Several American participants come from families where one parent was not 

born/raised Jewish.] 

 

American participants vary in the level of importance they give to marrying another 

Jew, with the majority affirming its importance and the meaning they attach to 

marrying a Jew and raising a Jewish family. Only one Israeli, Sharon, verbally 

empathizes with the Americans, saying that her mother would kill her if she married a 

non-Jew. She understands that Americans, unlike Israelis, live in a non-Jewish world, 

making the notion of intermarriage more serious with regard to Jewish continuity. 

Other Israelis participating in the discussion do not relate personally to the topic. They 

comment on its meaning for American Jews, and one even mocks the Americans for 

being obsessed with intermarriage. Adi comes across as familiar with the hot nature of 

the topic, but cannot understand why it is so important to American Jews. 

Within the group, some Americans are themselves products of intermarriage. 

Except for one young woman, the members of intermarried families remain silent, 

unable to find a place in which to enter the conversation, or choosing to stay out of it.   
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C. Land for Peace 

While visiting the Golan Heights, many of Shorashim’s high school and Birthright 

groups meet with members of a Golan kibbutz in order to hear opposing views on the 

possibility of trading land for peace with Syria. Some groups enter into heated 

discussions with kibbutz members and also among themselves. The following excerpt 

is taken from one high school group where a debate about trading land for peace 

changes direction when an Israeli participant frames American right-wing views as 

reflecting their easy lifestyles.  

Har Bental, Meir 

After representatives from a kibbutz in the Golan Heights tell their personal stories of 

living in the Golan Heights, and give opinions and feelings about a potential peace 

agreement with Syria, American and Israeli participants share a range of opinions about 

returning the land for a peace agreement. Those who disagree with exchanging land for 

peace argue that Israel should wait for an agreement entailing peace for peace. In arguing 

against this idea, Mimi (Israeli female), who is in favor of the exchange, comments that, 

“You Americans have it so easy,” apparently, addressing those Americans who think that 

it is not right to exchange land for peace and want to wait until the Syrians agree to 

exchange peace for peace. Lyn (American female) appears upset by Mimi’s comment 

and argues with her. “You are categorizing us as one big group. You don’t know us or 

understand us as individuals.” A more personal argument ensues between the two girls 

until one of the counselors ends the group discussion. 

 

The above excerpt is one of many examples during Israel experience mifgashim 

where a seemingly unrelated topic takes over a group discussion (often one related to 

Israel) when group members feel threatened or pushed by the attitudes of the other. At 

first glance, Mimi’s comment about American Jews “having it easy” appears out of 

place. The group is discussing the possibility of trading an area of land for peace with 

Syria. Yet, her comment addresses American participants who argue that Israel should 

wait for an equal exchange of peace for peace. By remarking on their lifestyle, she is 

proclaiming that it is easy for them to sit in the comfort of their homes and lives in 
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America and argue for Israel to wait for a better agreement. They are not the ones 

living in Israel, where possibility of peace with Syria has tangible meaning. Her 

comment questions a right-wing approach to Israeli security and politics among 

American Jews.  

At the same time, her comment disturbs Lyn, who is bothered at being 

categorized as someone who has it easy, just because she is an American Jew. She 

argues that Mimi should not conclude that all Americans sit in the luxury of their 

homes in America before she gets to know people as individuals. Lyn feels that Mimi 

bases her criticism on stereotypes about Americans or American Jews, rather than 

seeing differences between people.  

 

D. Discursive Comments 

Both Israelis and Americans make discursive comments about American behaviors 

during Israel experience mifgashim. My observations and informal interviews 

highlight four areas of discursive talk – idealism regarding Israel, religious liberalism, 

individualistic behavior, and naiveté.  

American participants themselves notice particular notions of idealism 

regarding Israel displayed by members of their own national group, notions that 

Israeli participants do not notice or mind. The following excerpts are taken from a 

conversation with an American girl about the idealism she notices, and from jottings 

on observed behaviors. 

Informal Interview with Ali (American female), Eshkol 

I feel like there are people [Americans] in the group, Marc and Jon in particular, that just 

being in Israel is enough to make them think that something here is like, wonderful. Like 

if Apple Spring [an Israeli beverage] was an American drink, Jon would just be like 

“Yeah, whatever, Apple Spring.” But it is Israeli so it is like “Oh my God, it’s delicious!” 

And Jon would never listen to Aviv Geffen if it was an American band. It just wouldn’t 
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happen because, honestly, the music is not that great. And it is the kind of music…that is 

on [pop radio] and Jon would usually go, “Oh, that’s, you know, that’s not music that I 

want to listen to.’ But since it is Israeli music and it’s an Israel performer, then it’s okay. 

Like that, that kind of bothers me... I love being in Israel and I think that things Israeli are 

wonderful but I don’t think that I give things credit just because they are Israeli. You 

know what I am saying? 

 

Notes on conversations with participants, Eshkol 

Marc and Eran (American males) often approach me individually or together to talk to 

me about my life in Israel. On several occasions, they begin the discussion with remarks 

such as, “you must love living here,” or “you are so lucky that you get to live here.” They 

are interested in hearing about my life, but I often feel that they want to idealize 

everything I say about living here. Jon (American) also displays idealistic notions of 

Israel. He speaks about certain Israeli food and drink products, and how much he craves 

them. He makes his Israeli friends promise to bring him certain items when they visit him 

in the upcoming year.  

 

The idealism about Israel displayed by American teens is more noticeable and 

bothersome to other Americans than it is to Israelis. In fact, for the Israelis, having 

friends who are exuberant about Israel, Israeli music, and Israeli products reinforces a 

positive aspect of their identity. Such excitement does not minimize nor threaten their 

identity. On the other hand, for fellow Americans, the idealism appears simplistic and 

not reflective of complex understanding, which is seemingly embarrassing or 

bothersome to other Americans. The Americans criticize other Americans’ for their 

exuberance regarding average Israeli products and music that does not reflect their 

musical tastes or sensibilities. Yet, these Americans do not directly confront their 

friends on being one-dimensional when it comes to things Israeli.   

Religious liberalism is more often displayed than is conservatism by American 

participants in the Israel experience mifgashim studied. Liberal attitudes and 

behaviors reflect Shorashim’s American participants who tend to come from the 

Reform, Conservative, or unaffiliated background. Although the program is 
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considered pluralistic and open to anyone, few religiously observant individuals 

choose these programs. The following excerpt describes a scene in which Israeli high 

school participants mock liberal behavior displayed by a member of their group, and 

the young woman’s response.   

Prague, Eshkol 

While in Prague, the group visits various synagogues and Jewish sites. As they enter 

synagogues, concentration camps, and buildings housing Jewish artifacts, several male 

participants and staff don kippot (head coverings) seemingly as a sign of respect for the 

site or for the people who were murdered there. While visiting the Pinkas synagogue in 

Prague, Laurie (American) puts on a kippah as she enters the synagogue. Uri and Guy 

(Israeli) smile and snicker and make a comment to her about how girls do not wear 

kippot. Laurie asks them, “What’s so odd about a girl wearing a kippah?” The boys do 

not answer her and the conversation ends as the boys walk away.   

 

For Israeli youth, seeing a girl or woman wearing a kippah is odd. While these boys 

mock their fellow participant, in other cases, Israeli participants merely comment on 

the oddity or stare without verbalizing their thoughts. These particular boys describe 

themselves as “secular,” though with much Jewish tradition in their families. For 

them, females do not wear kippot. They tell this to their American friend, but they do 

not attempt to give her an explanation when she asks them directly what is odd about 

a girl wearing kippah.  It is unclear whether she is aware that it is rare for Israelis to 

witness a female in a kippah or if she is trying to get them to articulate why they see it 

as peculiar.   

Israelis perceive Americans as individualistic, rather than collective, as a result 

of the ways in which they behave during encounter programs. They refer to their 

American peers as “selfish,” and “cheap,” when talking among themselves. The 

following excerpt describes reasons that Israeli high school participants hold these 

views about the Americans.  
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Chatting with Israelis, Eshkol 

Israeli girls tell me the Americans in the group are selfish. One girl gives the example of 

asking an American friend for a cookie or a stick of gum, and the friend declining 

because it is “my last one.” The notion seems ridiculous to the Israeli girls. Other Israeli 

participants call their American friends “cheap,” and ridicule them for reminding people 

that “you owe me a shekel” for an ice cream bought at the end of a hike. They also 

perceive some American participants as selfish for refusing to share water bottles out of 

“fear of germs” or to carry a Gerry can of water (for the group) during a hike. 

 

Whereas Israelis see themselves as willing to share and ready to take on extra 

responsibility on behalf of the group, they see American participants as selfish with 

their personal belongings, and individualistic in their refusal to carry extra water for 

the group. (Though in action, there is no real difference in how often Israeli and 

American group members take on group responsibility.) The Israelis are not willing to 

express their opinions to the Americans, even if they do make fun of them and 

comment on American behaviors while in an Israeli enclave.  

Israelis perceive their American peers as naïve, or “not in the know.” Below 

are several examples of times and places where high school and Birthright Israel 

groups encounter American naiveté and the different ways that Israelis respond to it.  

Hike in Eilat, Eshkol 

A buffet table filled with breakfast food awaits us in the canyon at the end of the hike. 

Tal and Uri (Israeli males) stand off to the side exchanging Hebrew comments about 

Ashkenazim and Mizrachim. Tamar (Israeli female) laughs at the Americans who pour 

small bags of chocolate milk into cups. In noticing why Tamar laughs, Yaniv (an Israeli 

tour guide who joined us for the hike) decides to give a lesson in how to drink milk out of 

a bag. He explains that they must bite off one corner’s tip with their teeth. They shouldn’t 

spit the plastic on the ground because “we are in nature.” He then explains that they need 

to hold the tip with their teeth and squeeze. He asks Uri to demonstrate for the group. 

Yaniv also decides to explain how to suck pudding out of its container without utensils. 

They must open a corner of the package, press on the sides, and suck. At the same time, 

they must press a hole in the opposite side for pressure and then suck until the end. He 

demonstrates for the group. The Israelis laugh and make fun as the Americans attempt to 
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drink milk and eat pudding in the way that Yaniv explains, something the Israelis have 

done since they were young children.  

 

Dalyat el-Carmel, Meir 

After home hospitality and lunch in a Druze home, participants are given free-time to 

walk through the market area in the Druze town of Dalyat el-Carmel. Group members, 

mostly Americans, purchase souvenirs in the shops. The group meets back on the bus to 

travel on to the next destination. Small groups convene as individuals show what they 

bought and how much they paid for various items. The staff decides to make a game of it, 

asking individuals to bring forth their purchases, showing what they bought, and telling 

how much they paid for an item. The buyer must tell the group the initial quoted price, 

and how much they paid for it. After providing information, the staff assesses the 

astuteness of the participant’s bargaining skills. In many cases, staff and Israeli 

participants make fun of the Americans for being friars (suckers) for not bargaining well 

and paying too much. 

 

Shopping in Safed, BRI #5 

While walking through the artists' colony in Safed, Israeli participants assist the 

Americans in purchasing souvenirs, teaching them about Israeli market culture as they 

bargain and negotiate prices for the Americans with Israeli vendors. (Before leaving the 

bus, the Israeli counselor asked them to teach the Americans how to bargain.) At one 

point, several Israelis enter a store where Americans are purchasing art. They believe that 

the Americans are being ‘ripped-off,’ and argue with the shopkeeper, who is angered by 

the Israelis, saying that they are ruining his business.  

 

Though cute, the first two excerpts concerning naiveté show how Israelis see 

Americans as inexperienced concerning particular customs and cultural norms in 

Israel. Israelis are humored by this inexperience and laugh at them. In some cases, 

they attempt to teach the Americans how to behave “correctly,” showing them how to 

drink or eat snacks “the right way,” according to Israeli custom. At other times, 

Israelis mock or make fun of the Americans for getting it wrong, and for literally 

“paying the price” for their ignorance.   

 In the third excerpt, instead of making fun of the Americans’ poor bargaining 

skills, Israeli participants choose to teach them how to bargain better, accompanying 
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them into stores and showing them how it is properly done. And when the Americans 

attempt to do it on their own, unsuccessfully, the Israelis come to their rescue, 

fighting with the store owner to give them a fair price. While the first two examples 

occur in high school groups, the third example occurs in a group with older youth.  It 

seems that older Israeli youth are more inclined to aid their American peers, while 

younger Israelis enjoy laughing at their foreign peers’ misfortune. 

 In all three cases, Israeli opinion of American naiveté is out in the open for the 

Americans to see and understand. The Americans do not respond negatively in any of 

the examples. In the first two cases, the Americans laugh along with the Israelis 

(although poor bargainers are not thrilled to learn they got a bad deal). In the third 

case, the Americans appreciate the Israelis’ help, though at least one participant later 

revealed that it was unnecessary to start a fight with the shopkeeper, remarking (only 

to me) that he did not mind paying the price agreed upon.  

  In addition to seeing Americans as inexperienced with Israeli customs, Israeli 

participants also see them as needing to be looked after or taken care of while in 

Israel. Below are examples of times Israelis in Birthright groups look out for their 

new friends.    

Tel Aviv and Kikar Rabin, BRI #1 

After leaving from a free evening in Tel Aviv, Sharon (Israeli female) approaches Ari 

(Israeli staff) and tells him that she is upset that we did not take the American students as 

a group to Rabin Square. She thinks it is one of the most important places for them to 

visit. Ari agrees and tells her that we did not go tonight because of the demonstration, but 

that we will try to go later in the week. (Sharon later tells me that she and other Israelis 

took some of the Americans to Rabin Square during free time, even though they were 

instructed to stay away from the demonstration. The Israelis felt the demonstration was 

an experience that the Americans should see. She is still upset that we did not go as a 

large group to the square.) Sharon and others also complain to the staff about not 

spending more time in Tel Aviv. “As an Israeli, it is a shame we didn’t spend more time 

in Tel Aviv – in modern Israel, and meeting people.” (As a result of the Israeli 
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participants’ insistence, the group stops at Rabin Square very early in the morning, on the 

way to the airport, at the end of the program.) 

 

Trip logistics through the eyes of Israeli participants, BRI #1 

Some Israelis complain to the staff about the organization/logistics of the trip, finding 

them “ridiculous.” They complain about zigzagging back and forth while in the North, 

and general poor planning. While the Americans may be unaware of the inefficient 

traveling or planning, Israelis see how much time is wasted. Ari (Israeli staff) is not 

interested in their complaints and tells them they can critique later. 

 

“Tell them to drink,” BRI #1 

Maytal and Adi (Israeli females) are upset that the staff is not telling the Americans to 

drink a lot of water. They worry that the Americans do not realize they are dehydrating 

because they are not used to Israel’s climate.  

 

Israelis see American participants as lacking knowledge about Israel’s history, 

culture, geography, and climate. Therefore, Israelis on Birthright programs make it 

their business to pay attention to details, approaching the staff when they feel the 

program needs to be adjusted or when they think staff needs to pay better attention to 

details. They complain on behalf of the Americans who do not know enough about 

what is going on to complain.  In some cases the Americans are unaware of the 

conversations initiated on their behalf.  

Responding to American naiveté by taking care of Americans is a situation 

that occurs in Birthright groups, though not in high school groups. Generally, high 

school Israelis see American naiveté as something to mock, but not as something 

warranting worry, whereas older youth see their naiveté in an opposite manner.    

 

IV. Group Discussions and Discursive Talk - General Interpretations 

Group discussions that touch on topics related to Israel or Jewish identity provide a 

forum for expressing how individuals and national groups approach particular 
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subjects. While they reveal differences in opinion and highlight the different vantage 

points from which each national group enters the discussions, they do little to 

breakdown stereotypes or preconceived notion that Israelis hold about the other. 

Similarly, discursive talk during informal timeframes does not help in changing 

stereotypes held about American Jews.   

 

A. Varying Reactions to Revealed Perceptions   

Group discussions and discursive talk regarding American Jewish identity during 

mifgashim often reinforce preconceived notions of American Jews held by Israelis. 

This is most clear at times when Israelis comment on American lifestyle and on the 

Jewish American obsession with identity issues (i.e., intermarriage). While Americans 

agree with particular Israeli perceptions, they also see Israelis as incapable of 

understanding the American perspective or why Jewish Americans might be 

“obsessed” with particular topics.   

American participants are not always upset when Israelis express stereotypes 

or preconceived notions, though at particular times, they object vehemently to certain 

perceptions. This is seen most clearly when Israelis express notions of Americans 

“having an easy life.” American participants protest that the Israelis’ perceptions are 

too general. While Americans do not attempt to negate totally the perception, they try 

to help Israelis break down the perception from a large group stereotype into a more 

individual characteristic. For them, the stereotype of an easy life characterizes some, 

but not all, American Jews.  

In some cases, Americans attempt to separate themselves from particular 

behaviors displayed by other Americans in the group, especially those that reinforce 

stereotypes. Ali recognizes the idealism of several boys in her group and expresses 
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her dissatisfaction with it. Yet, she does not share her opinion of the American boys 

with the Israelis. Thus, her need to disassociate might reflect a desire to articulate her 

personal position or definition rather than a need to help the Israelis redefine their 

perceptions. 

In several instances, American participants are aware of how Israelis perceive 

them – especially in connection with their religious liberalism and their “not 

knowing” – but do little to challenge or discuss these perceptions. Laurie asks the 

Israeli boys a simple question in response to their mocking her for wearing a kippah. 

When they do not answer, she moves on without further comment. When Israelis 

make fun of American ignorance, American participants often laugh along with them, 

asserting shared amusement. When Israelis worry about them, Americans usually 

express appreciation for the concern. Americans do not appear defensive, nor do they 

attempt to rectify such perceptions. They neither agree nor disagree with the 

perception, perhaps because it seems meaningless or unimportant within the context 

of the encounter.  

Finally, there are times when Americans are completely left out of the 

discussion, remaining unaware of perceptions expressed. In these cases, they can 

neither strengthen nor break down the notion. When Israelis talk about the Americans 

as individualistic or selfish, they do not share their thoughts with their peers. The 

perception is thus maintained and strengthened whenever certain behaviors occur.  

When perceptions are left unshared, discursive talk acts as a tool for reinforcing 

stereotypes.  
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B. Thin Data as Finding 

There is a striking difference between the quantity and depth of data concerning 

Israeli identity versus that regarding American Jewish identity. Whereas the data 

available for understanding Israeli identity is rich and thick, the data available for 

understanding American Jewish identity is thin and in many ways, superficial. 

Among other things, the Israel experience mifgash is sold as a means for 

introducing a richer, more complex understanding of the other, while simultaneously 

providing a means for exploring one’s own group identity vis-à-vis the other group. 

Yet, the data indicate that mifgashim programs do not explore American Jewish 

identity to the same extent or depth that they explore Israeli identity. These data show 

limited times and ways in which groups explore American Jewish identity. The data 

also show that groups maintain categorized contact when focused on American 

Jewish identity, with almost no effort or opportunity to shift or blur boundaries 

between national groups. Aside from a select few examples, little effort is made to 

help Israelis see American Jews through an American lens.  

As a result, there is almost no change in how Israelis perceive American Jews. 

They maintain their stereotypes and preconceived notions up through the end of the 

encounter. Although they make new friends and continue with their attraction to 

things American, the Israel experience mifgash does not provide Israelis with the 

opportunity to see American Jewish identity as something worth trying on or 

understanding better.  

For American participants, the dearth in exploring their identity robs them of 

the prospect of taking a deeper, more critical look at themselves. While there is a 

great deal of opportunity during the mifgash for Americans to explore their Jewish 

identity in relation to Israel, they have few chances to explore their American Jewish 
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identity in relation to how Israelis see them. The previous chapter showed how 

Israelis confront themselves through the Americans’ eyes. While they may disagree or 

reject some of the understandings and interpretations, the Israelis are forced to 

confront their identity through another’s lens. In comparison, Israel experience 

mifgash almost never push Americans to confront their identity through Israeli eyes.  

The location of the mifgash undoubtedly accounts partially for differences in 

thickness and thinness of the data, yet it is not fully responsible. Whereas the stated 

goals of Israel experience mifgashim infer a theoretically balanced commitment to 

understanding the other, the data indicates a lack of balance in reality. In fact, the 

primary goal of these encounters appears to revolve around providing American 

participants with a means for understanding Israeli identity and society, while also 

providing a chance for Israelis to reflect on their own identity based on how others see 

them. In reality, helping Israelis understand American Jewish identity in a more 

holistic and complex manner is not a large priority, nor is providing a space for 

Americans to reflect on their identity vis-à-vis the other. 

 

V. Summary of Findings 

Few programmed opportunities occur during Israel experience mifgashim for 

meaningful exploration of American Jewish identity. While some group discussions 

reveal differences in how American and Israeli Jews approach a topic, most notions of 

American Jewish identity are revealed by way of discursive comments that come out 

during discussions and when small groups of individuals hang-out informally. Much 

of what is said reflects preconceived notions and stereotypes about Americans and 

American Jews, some of which are reinforced by behaviors observed during the 

mifgash itself. Discursive remarks are often not shared between national groups, but 
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they are heard during conversations among Israelis (and occasionally, within small 

groups of Americans). The absence of any programmed focus on American Jewish 

identity means that a deepened understanding about self and other does not occur (in 

the realm of American Jewish identity), and that no boundary shift or negotiation 

takes place between national groups.   

 

VI. Implications for Research Questions 

While discursive talk does not help increase Israeli understanding of American Jews, 

certain group discussions concerning identity help in understanding American Jews in 

the context of Jewish peoplehood. A group discussion about “Who is a Zionist” 

allows members of both national groups to exam their own and the others’ attitude 

about a topic that relates to everyone. The data reveal that in recent years, there is 

much crossover in opinion between national groups on such topics. Only a handful of 

individuals (from both national groups) maintain a particular attitude about Zionism 

being linked to living in Israel rather than supporting the country. The discussion on 

Zionism is one of the few places where Israeli participants see American Jews as 

partners in maintaining Israel as a Jewish enterprise. Their articulated belief is that 

supporting Israel financially, politically, and through other means allows both groups 

to hold a stake in the Jewish state and derive a sense of Jewish belonging. Although 

the discussion on Zionism helps in creating peoplehood, other group discussions 

about Israel and things Jewish appear to divide the group along national lines. Instead 

of creating shared Jewish belonging, discussions about topics such as marrying a Jew 

or trading land for peace divide the groups by national identity.  

 Group discussions are useful for gaining a better understanding of 

commonalities and differences in opinion between national groups, and between 
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individuals within a mifgash group. As participants express their opinions about 

topics related to Israel and Jewish identity, each group has the chance to hear how the 

other views the issue. In contrast, discursive talk about American Jews does not 

further Israeli understanding of them, but rather, such talk strengthens both 

preconceived notions and stereotypes held about Americans and American Jews.  

 Particular group discussions that touch on Israel or Jewish identity and provide 

a window into how the members of each national group relate to the topic make use of 

categorized and subcategorized approaches to intergroup relations. In discussing 

topics such as Zionism, land for peace, or intermarriage, group members articulate 

opinions that reflect their Jewish American and Jewish Israeli identities. Their 

attitudes also reflect those of Jews with a stake in such topics. While there is 

crossover in opinion, discursive comments heard during these discussions denote the 

role of national identity in held attitudes. Discursive comments about American Jews 

that occur outside of program discussions and in the privacy of small group chats tend 

to maintain group boundaries as they reinforce particular stereotypes. 

 There are clear differences in how younger and older mifgashim groups 

approach American Jews and their identity. Israeli teenage participants tend to focus 

on affluence or what they deem an easy life among their American counterparts. 

Some are resentful, while others merely mark it as a difference between them and 

their American peers. In contrast, older students do not articulate nor focus on 

affluence or Americans having it easier. How groups think and feel about American 

Jewish affluence or others’ lifestyles may reflect age, though it may also reflect a 

difference in the actual American participants. In reality, high school students are 

overall a more affluent group than Birthright participants. During group discussions, 

some Birthright students remark on not having visited Israel in the past due to 
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financial concerns. They speak of the trip fulfilling a lifelong dream and express 

gratitude to the Birthright funders for making it possible for them to come to Israel. 

Israeli Birthright participants thus encounter American Jews who do not necessarily 

reflect particular preconceived notions of American Jewry.  

Another difference between age groups is how Israelis perceive Americans as 

naïve. While younger Israelis see American naiveté as reflecting ignorance, 

something to mock, or as something amusing, older youth take it more seriously and 

respond by offering assistance and taking care of their foreign peers. Difference in 

how groups respond to American naiveté may reflect age, and it may also reflect time 

or program length. In coming to Israel for ten days, American Birthright participants 

have only a short time to gain familiarity with Israeli culture and geography. As hosts, 

Israeli participants feel a sense of obligation to protect American participants, to take 

responsibility for them, to act as buffers with the surrounding culture and society, and 

to provide useful information and knowledge to their peers. Younger Israeli 

participants on six-week summer programs do not display a similar sense of 

obligation or responsibility for their foreign peers. In fact, they tend to focus on the 

humor rather than potential danger of American naiveté. While their lack of worry 

may reflect a belief in their peers’ ability to maneuver Israeli culture over time, their 

ability to laugh and mock American participants may reflect a confidence in the 

strength of the relationships built between groups and individuals. That is, after weeks 

of building strong relationships, younger Israeli participants feel at ease to make fun 

without risking the relationship. In contrast, Birthright participants may feel less 

confident in the strength of relationships built over a ten day period, and therefore 

display less playful and more serious attitudes about American naiveté. 
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Overall, the data indicate that discursive talk and group discussion do little to 

change Israeli views of American Jews. The lack of activities and discussions 

specifically focused on American Jewish identity means that both Israelis and 

Americans miss the opportunity to further explore and understand this identity.  
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Chapter 5: Israelis and Americans Learn about Belonging to the Jewish People 

 

Introduction  

While understanding the other national group is a central goal of mifgashim, 

exploring Jewish peoplehood and ways of belonging to the Jewish people is perhaps 

the primary goal of Israel experience mifgashim. The goal is central to the Jewish 

community agenda, Israel experience providers, and perhaps the participants 

themselves. With its emphasis on people-to-people interactions, mifgashim programs 

provide a range of places, spaces, and means by which to explore Jewish belonging. 

Participants enter into an encounter having been introduced to the idea of Jewish 

peoplehood (often during a program orientation), and a rhetoric of excitement for 

meeting the other and seeing Israel through his or her eyes.  

With their extended timeframes, long-term mifgashim provide a variety of 

extreme and non-extreme experiences suited to exploring a sense of belonging, 

including a focus on shared history, a connection to the land or State of Israel, a 

connection and responsibility to other Jews, and singing and dancing in Hebrew. 

Extreme experiences connected to Jewish belonging and peoplehood relate to a sense 

of loss, specifically regarding the Holocaust. Non-extreme experiences involve 

discussion and ritual performance and also provide a means for exploring peoplehood. 

Experiential activities and group discussions both provide channels for exploring the 

concept.  

 

I. Victimization and Vulnerability in Jewish Consciousness 

Scholars cite several historical events and topics that dominate the public awareness 

of both American and Israeli Jews. Various events and themes tied to Jewish 
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victimization and vulnerability top the list, including the Holocaust, several of Israel’s 

wars, anti-Semitism, and Arab enemies that jeopardize Israel’s security (see, e.g., 

Liebman and Don-Yehiya 1983; Woocher 1986; Liebman and Cohen 1990; Auron 

1993,1995; Shapira 1998). Among these events, the Holocaust occupies perhaps the 

most central place in individual and collective Jewish identities in Israel (Ofer 1996; 

Yablonka 1998a,1998b; Shapira 2000); and the Diaspora (Young 1991; Wyman 

1996a, 1996b).   

Among surveyed Israeli high school and teacher-college students, the 

“Holocaust has now become the most conspicuous event in Jewish history…The 

Holocaust has also become the historical event that most affects the students 

personally, despite the passage of time that might have been expected to produce a 

reverse trend” (Auron 1995: 166). This is a relatively new phenomenon, surpassing 

both the establishment of the State of Israel and Israel’s wars as the most often cited 

events with historical significance (Herman 1977) in comparison to previous Israeli 

surveys.  

When asked about the importance of several concepts and symbols in their 

sense of being Jewish, 85% of American Jewish respondents in a national survey 

indicated that the Holocaust is “very important” or “extremely important,” while 67% 

agreed that “my feelings about the Holocaust have deeply influenced my feeling about 

being Jewish” (Cohen 1998: 18).  In an earlier study, 86% of American Jews agreed 

that “there’s no doubt that the Holocaust has deeply affected the way I think and feel 

about being Jewish” (Liebman and Cohen 1990: 33).  

The Holocaust is a central theme within Israel, where Holocaust remembrance 

and memorialization pervades society and informs policy (Liebman and Cohen 1990; 

Ofer 1996). Its centrality is reflected in the level of investment in memorial sites and 
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Yom HaShoah (Holocaust Memorial Day) ceremonies (Young 1990; Handelman and 

Shamgar-Handelman 1997), in teaching the Holocaust within the educational system 

(Feldman 2001), and the institutionalization of trips to the death camps among high 

school students (Feldman 2002b). Trips and other forms of memorialization represent 

the Holocaust as a central feature in Israel’s “civil religion” (Liebman and Don-

Yehiya 1983) and “a unifying factor about which there is consensus in Israeli society”  

(Auron 1995: 166-7). As Gordis (2003) comments in the lead up to Yom HaShoah: 

“This week, when every newspaper and every TV broadcast is somehow connected to 

the Shoah, there’s a kind of relief – though ironic and sad, to be sure – that we have at 

least that history to bind us together.”  

Similarly, the Holocaust is a central symbol for American Jews, seen in the 

sheer number and investment in memorials, exhibits, and museums in the United 

States devoted to the Holocaust, fundraising tactics highlighting the Holocaust, and 

the number of Holocaust courses offered at the university level (Liebman and Cohen 

1990). “Holocaust commemoration may be the last bastion of the experience of 

common Jewish destiny that served as the glue of Jewish history in the Diaspora” 

(Feldman 2002a: 484). 

In both Israel and the Diaspora, the Holocaust has strong political and 

psychological utility that focuses on longstanding Jewish suffering, victimization, and 

societal hostility against the Jews, and on the need for taking responsibility to ensure 

Jewish continuity and survival (Woocher 1986). On the one hand, there is emotional 

capital in maintaining Jews as a long-suffering minority (Liebman and Cohen 1990) 

because it provides a means for commonality among Jews. 

The Holocaust unites Israeli and Diaspora Jews in the sense of common 

victimization, rather than through common goals and aspirations. It reinforces a 
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shared identity emphasizing common enemies and shared, impermeable borders, 

rather than common meanings. (Feldman 2002a: 481) 

On the other hand, the Holocaust provides reason to focus on Jewish strength to 

insure “never again” and continuity of the Jewish people. Characterized by a focus on 

the hero or martyr (rather than victim) in collective memory and memorialization in 

Israel (Young 1993; Zerubavel 1995), and by the concept “miShoah l’Tekumah” 

(from Holocaust to Revival), the Holocaust gives reason for a strong Jewish state, 

even if the ideological link is controversial (Feldman 2001). It also provides the 

backdrop to American Jewish community support for Israel and against anti-Semitism 

worldwide. Whether highlighting victimization or strength, the Holocaust is thus a 

powerful symbol that provides a means for individuals to connect and identify with 

other Jews (Cohen and Eisen 2000) and with Jewish history (Auron 1993). 

Given the role it plays in Jewish consciousness, it is hardly surprising that 

Israel experience programs incorporate the Holocaust as a sub-theme in the overall 

program (Heilman 2002). Israel experience groups encounter the Holocaust through 

site visits to Israel’s national Holocaust museum and memorial, Yad Vashem. Some 

high school groups also learn about the Holocaust through visits to the death camps in 

Europe.   

 

II. Rituals that Build Peoplehood 

Goffman (1982) defines a social ritual as a repetitive form of behavior that occurs in a 

predictable fashion and enables us to communicate with others. Kopelowitz (2008) 

proposes a definition of a social ritual that builds Jewish peoplehood. 

Jewish peoplehood is forged when face-to-face social interactions between Jews are 

structured in such a way, that: (1) the individuals involved identify with Jews who 
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are not immediately present and (2) skills and knowledge are imparted that motivate 

and enable the individual to participate in future interactions with other Jews 

(Kopelowitz 2008: 89). 

He notes that social ritual may include a Passover Seder or singing together on the 

Israel experience. What matters is the ability to transcend the actual event and connect 

participants to other Jews in time and space, while leaving them with cultural tools or 

artifacts, which may include the emotional reactions that accompany such ritual 

performance (Geertz 1973). “The goal of participation is to make the ritual succeed 

and confirm the value of membership in the larger social group...The success of the 

event is itself the source of meaning” (Kopelowitz, 2008: 92).  

 The performance of social rituals during Israel experience mifgashim builds 

Jewish peoplehood that begins within the intercultural group but transcends to the 

larger Jewish people. Social rituals on the Israel experience include the performance 

of religious rituals, such as Havdalah, a customary Jewish ceremony for concluding 

Shabbat, and the creation of cultural rituals involving song, dance, and cheer in 

Hebrew. While module mifgashim may include an activity that creates or performs 

Jewish ritual, extended programs contain a variety of opportunities, along with the 

time to reflect on the meaning of the enactment to peoplehood and Jewish belonging.  

 

III. Constructing Peoplehood: The Holocaust, Group Discussions, Debriefing 

Experiences, Hebrew Rituals 

 
A. Visiting Holocaust Sites 

1.  Eastern Europe  

The Simon Wiesenthal Center describes Theresienstadt as, “A ghetto in 

Czechoslovakia run by the SS. Jews were transferred from there to extermination 
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camps. It was used to camouflage the extermination of European Jews, by the Nazis 

who touted it as a ‘model Jewish settlement’” (Simon Wiesenthal Center website).  

Although there were no gas chambers in Theresienstadt, the Nazis built four 

crematorium ovens in 1942 to destroy the bodies of those who died from disease and 

starvation. The Wiesenthal Center describes Auschwitz as “the largest Nazi 

concentration and death camp. Auschwitz II, Birkenau, one of 45 subcamps, operated 

4 gas chamber centers which killed 6,000 people daily. Those who weren’t gassed and 

cremated upon arrival, died from cruel labor and starvation. 1 1/2 million Jewish 

people were murdered at Auschwitz” (ibid). 

The following excerpts are taken from visits to Theresienstadt and Auschwitz 

with the four high school groups (Eshkol, Sharett, Rabin, Begin) from the first 

summer of data collection, and from a group discussion following the visit. The 

excerpts include participants from several Shorashim groups, because although they 

traveled on separate buses, the groups visited all sites together. 

Theresienstadt Crematorium, Eshkol, Sharett, Rabin, Begin 

The teens enter the building at their own pace and walk around, some by themselves, 

others in pairs or small groups, some of whom hold hands. Some teens light memorial 

(yahrzeit) candles and put them in and around the ovens.  

American boy: “Something about putting fire back into [the ovens] doesn’t work for me. 

I don’t care what type of candle it is.”  

 Eran (American male) is sitting on a bench crying with his head down, facing 

the ovens. Daniel (American) sits down next to him and puts his arm around Eran, 

apparently trying to comfort Eran. Ali (American female) comes and puts her arm on 

Eran’s shoulder. Several Israeli participants stand on one side, watching him cry. Hadar 

(Israeli female) poses to take a picture of Eran, but decides against it. An Israeli and 

American girl walk away together, while several Americans remain seated on the bench 

facing the ovens. Daniel brings a candle and Eran lights it on the oven’s cart, while the 

other Americans stand with slightly bent heads. As they walk away, Daniel and Ali pat 

Eran on the shoulders.  
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Auschwitz I, Eshkol, Sharett, Rabin, Begin 

When we arrive, we first visit Auschwitz I, the Nazis forced labor camp for political 

prisoners. We walk through various barracks that now house permanent exhibitions, 

some focusing on the political prisoners kept in Auschwitz I, others focusing on the Jews 

and other prisoners exterminated in Auschwitz II (Birkenau). Some exhibits include 

written descriptions, while others show the remains of those exterminated (e.g., encased 

displays of human hair, eyeglasses, and suitcases).   

 As they walk between barracks and into various exhibits, many teens support 

each other, walking together arm-in-arm or with one teen draping an arm around the 

shoulder of another. They talk in low voices and ‘look out’ for each other. Even teens 

who have not spent much time together in the past few days walk together and support 

each other. Eran hugs Ilan at the wall of death (“Black Wall”), with Ali (American) and 

Margolit (Israeli) standing behind them. Joanna (American staff) walks with two girls 

through the room with the pile of human hair. Margolit hugs Adina (Israeli) in one of the 

barracks. Dasha (Israeli) comforts an American girl who is crying and lightly puts her 

arm around the girl’s shoulder.  

 While many of the teens stay close to each other, some walk and explore the 

exhibits in a more solitary manner. Jethro (American) and Guy (Israeli) each enter the 

room of hair alone. Each boy lingers, standing by himself in different parts of the room, 

staring at the encased exhibit. 

 

Auschwitz II-Birkenau, Eshkol, Sharett, Rabin, Begin 

The participants walk through Birkenau in a similar fashion to Auschwitz I. Some walk 

in small groups, while others choose to walk alone. Here too, the teens look out for one 

another and comfort each other as some cry. As the director talks to the group, the teens 

stand together, some holding hands or with arms connected or shoulders touching.  

 After the talk, the group walks towards the entrance as one large procession 

made up of small intertwined groups. Upon leaving Auschwitz II, the teens linger near 

the buses in the parking lot outside the death camps. As Eshkol gets on their bus, several 

teens notice a group of Polish men standing near cars next to the bus. [These men appear 

to be part of a soccer group or club based on their outfits.] The teens appear agitated as 

they watch the men. One participant comments that they are skinheads, and believe the 

men are in the parking lot, purposefully, to “show us who they are.” Eran and Aliza 

appear angered. Eran suggests that “they are here to show us they are anti-Semites.”  

 Once we are on the bus, traveling away from Auschwitz, the teens do not 

continue to talk about Auschwitz. Most are relatively quiet, listening to music, talking 

quietly with those around them, staring out the window.   
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Debriefing after the death camp experience, Eshkol 

On the afternoon following our visit to Auschwitz, the group discusses the visit.  

Participants share how they felt and what they experienced. Some describe feeling 

overwhelmed by emotions, others describe feeling numb and surprised that they were 

unable to cry. At one point, the discussion touches on the significance of having the other 

- American or Israeli - with them while visiting Auschwitz. Several Americans comment 

that they were grateful to have visited the concentration camps with Israeli teens. They 

felt that it was important and added positively to their experience. In response, an Israeli 

boy comments that, “The fact that there were Americans meant absolutely nothing. 

They’re Jews, we’re Jews. It doesn’t matter where they are from.” Another Israel girl 

mentions that the experience was different, though not better or worse, than when she 

visited with her class during the preceding school year. She was glad for the opportunity 

to be with her American friends.  

 

The excerpts describe emotional highs and the physical and somatic expression 

associated with them which are displayed by female and male high school participants 

while visiting Holocaust sites in Eastern Europe. Responses include crying, silence 

that they later interpret as numbness, expressions of anger towards the non-Jewish 

other, and comforting other group members. Even as they personally experience 

strong emotional and somatic responses, individuals pay attention to their peers, 

showing concern through supportive actions. In some situations, comforting is done 

within one’s own national group, while in other spaces national group membership 

appears irrelevant, with Israelis and Americans hugging and holding the arms or 

shoulders of the other. Although several members of Eshkol know each other from 

previous summers, there are many newcomers. Here too, support and comfort occur 

regardless of earlier familiarity or friendship.    

In the final excerpt, members of Eshkol express anger and agitation at seeing   

Polish men in the parking lot of Auschwitz. Although these men have not interacted 

with the group, nor made any comments to group members, several participants 

decide that these men are skinheads who are in the parking lot “to show us who they 
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are.” Group members look at the Polish men as anti-Semites who purposely come to 

the area to taunt Jewish visitors to Auschwitz.  

The participants’ expressions of anger, combined with earlier somatic 

responses, indicate a feeling of overwhelm. As the group has not yet debriefed or tried 

to comprehend several very intense Holocaust experiences, participants remain 

emotionally charged with no outlet. To some extent, the men in the parking lot 

provide an emotional release for some participants. Shortly after, the bus pulls away 

and group members escape into their comfort zones of youth culture, chatting quietly 

among themselves and listening to their music.  

While they debrief about the Auschwitz experience, American participants 

express gratitude at sharing the experience with their foreign peers. One Israeli girl 

also conveys appreciation for sharing the experience with the Americans, which 

provided a different experience than when she went to the death camps the previous 

year with her high school class. Yet, one Israeli boy comments, seemingly out of 

annoyance, that it means nothing to him if he experiences an intercultural bond during 

the trip to Auschwitz. What matters is that they are all Jews, and not where they live.  

2. Yad Vashem 

Yad Vashem is Israel’s national Holocaust museum and memorial in Jerusalem. As 

such, almost all high school and Birthright Israel groups visit Yad Vashem during 

their Israel experience. Based on my field observations, within high school groups 

that travel to Eastern Europe, the visit to Yad Vashem plays a role in linking the 

earlier module to the Israel experience. The following excerpts highlight select parts 

of the Yad Vashem visit within Eshkol, the group in which Israelis traveled with 

Americans to Eastern Europe.  

 



159 

 

Yad Vashem, Eshkol 

Upon arrival at Yad Vashem, the staff sets the stage before entering by referring back to 

the group’s visit to Auschwitz. They mention the significance of going from Auschwitz 

to Israel and talk about Yad Vashem as Israel's official Holocaust museum, a museum 

that is distinctly Israeli. The staff asks the youth to write their dreams and hopes on a 

small piece of paper. The participants are not writing, and the staff pleads with them to 

do so.  

 “We don’t have. It’s stupid.” 

Ari (Israeli staff) Please everyone. You don’t have to know, just to dream.” 

Joanna (American staff) asks for volunteers to read their dreams.  

Guy (Israeli): To get married and raise a family. 

Heidi (American): To travel around the world. 

Ruth (American): To become a successful marine biologist; raise a Jewish family with 

kids who can be proud of Judaism. 

Alisa (American): To be completely happy with myself, to be accepting of others and 

myself. 

Ari asks others to read: Come on, we are friends. 

Laurie (American): To learn to fly. 

Marc (American): To live, travel, experience. To learn, study. To educate, to teach, and 

to explore. 

The counselors collect the papers of those who didn’t read their dreams. Eric (staff) puts 

them together and burns them. He has difficulty getting them to burn: “Anyway, you get 

the point.” 

Marc: Are you burning them because they didn’t read them” 

Linda (American): Because we didn’t stand up… 

Eric (American staff): You guys wrote down dreams, about 30% read them. The rest, are 

up in smoke. We are basically here remembering Jewish people in Europe. Less than 

30% got to see their hopes and dreams come true. The rest went up in smoke. Those who 

didn’t read their dreams saw us burning them. What did you think? 

Stacey (American): I got mad. I didn’t want you to burn my dream. 

Batya (Israeli): You burned them before we got to achieve them. 

Staff: Even before you read them. 

Tamar (Israeli): Like no one will ever know. 

The staff runs through some of the history of the Holocaust. 

Joanna: Since we were in Prague and Poland, we have had some great times, taken hikes, 

celebrated Shabbat…We walked in and out of Auschwitz. Even in this beautiful land, we 

can’t leave that experience behind. We must carry it around always. 
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 As participants walk through the path of the righteous gentiles and through the 

valley of the communities, some hold hands and most walk in dyads, though some 

choose to walk alone.  

 When we arrive at the site of the train car, people are given time to read the 

testimony that is written on the wall; the Israelis are reading it in Hebrew, the Americans 

in English. An American girl reads the testimony aloud to the group. There is silence 

when she finishes, then Tal (Israeli male) speaks, breathing heavily and sighing. 

Tal: We in Israel have heard survivors speak. We go to memorials, to museums. I have 

no relatives from the Holocaust. Being in Terezin [Theresienstadt], I was touched, but 

not the way I thought I should be. But I tried not to be bothered. Everyone has his own 

way of reacting. In Birkenau, Ari's picture and story of his cousin who was killed in one 

of the death camps… I have a picture of my uncle Tal, who I am named for, who died in 

a car crash in 1967, after the war. My father never had a bar mitzvah because of my 

uncle's death. Uncle Tal was so alive, bringing life to every day. The picture that Ari 

showed us in Birkenau was like Uncle Tal. In Birkenau, every life was a tragedy. No one 

is left to say kaddish (a memorial prayer) for them. We lit a yahrzeit candle for Ari's 

cousin, but even then something was missing. Then Marc came with his poem, with 

words. Again I thought of my Uncle Tal. I am finding the missing link. I am sorry for 

being depressed.  

 

Participants act and interact at Yad Vashem in a similar fashion to their visit to 

Holocaust sites in Eastern Europe, displaying strong emotions and physically 

supporting one another. Some participants cry, others hug, some put an arm around 

another for comfort.  

When they arrive at Yad Vashem, the group participates in an activity in 

which some participants read their hopes and dreams, while those who do not read 

theirs have them burned, symbolizing the majority of European Jewry who were 

killed in the Holocaust. Participants express feeling anger and reflect on the 

significance of their dreams being burned before they can achieve them.  

The staff reminds the group that even as they travel through “this beautiful 

land” and experience “great times,” such as hikes and Shabbat in Israel, they “can’t 

leave that experience [of Auschwitz] behind.” Joanna reminds them that as Jews, “We 
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must carry it around always.” The staff also points out “the significance of going from 

Auschwitz to Israel.”   

One young Israeli man (Tal) takes the staff’s reminders to heart, attempting to 

relate the Holocaust experiences to his life. Although his words are not 

straightforward and come across as somewhat confusing to the group, Tal tries to 

grasp his feelings and thoughts surrounding the visits to the death camps and to 

experiences with Holocaust memorials and museums in Israel. Even though no one in 

his family perished in the Holocaust, Tal grieves over the tragedies and losses 

incurred during the war. He makes an analogy between his uncle, who died in a car 

crash in Israel, and Ari's cousin, who perished during the Holocaust, as he considers 

these both tragic losses. He connects the pictures that both he and Ari have of their 

relatives, both of whom were “so alive.” He also connects the tragedy surrounding the 

death of his uncle following a time of war in Israel to the loss of those who died 

tragically in wartime. (“In Birkenau, every life was a tragedy.”) And he connects both 

tragedies to a Jewish framework, pointing out that his uncle’s death kept his father 

from celebrating a bar mitzvah, while mass killings during the war left “no one 

left…to say kaddish.” Though today we can light memorial candles, still “something 

is missing.” Only through the poetic words of his new American friend, Marc, can Tal 

“find the missing link,” allowing him to finally understand these two tragic losses that 

are both personal and universal to the Jewish people. 

 

B. Substantive Discussions 

1. Conversations with Palestinians 

High school and Birthright groups are sometimes given the opportunity to meet and 

speak with Palestinians during their Israel experience. The following excerpt is taken 
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from a discussion between several Birthright groups and two Palestinian women, one 

who is an educator and a close friend of a member of the Shorashim staff (Ari), and 

the other, her sister. Ari and Suha met through a dialogue group made up of Israeli 

and Palestinian educators who meet to discuss various issues. Suha, a Palestinian 

woman living in Ramallah, speaks to both high school and Birthright groups about her 

experience as a Palestinian woman, and brings her sister along to the discussion with 

the Birthright groups. This discussion occurred in 1999, prior to the outbreak of the 

intifada in the fall of 2000.  

Discussion with Palestinian woman, BRI #1 and several other BRI groups 

As Suha tells her personal narrative to the group, she reminds them that her story is that 

of one Palestinian. She wants them to hear others stories and voices, to come to her home 

and town, and to meet people their age. Suha only wants to talk about the Israeli- 

Palestinian conflict since the peace process, and does not want to go back further into 

history. She explains areas A, B, and C and the differences in autonomy between the 

three. She says that Israel continues to break parts of the deal made with the Palestinian 

Authority (PA), though she knows the PA has not maintained their end of the deal at 

times either. She talks about closures and Palestinians not being able to get into Israel for 

work, that it is disruptive and keeps her people from making a living. She believes it is 

unfair that they cannot travel freely. She talks about Palestinians their age, how they are 

frustrated and don’t feel hopeful for the future. She talks about killings and demolishing 

of Palestinian homes if a family member is accused of terrorism, stating that it is unfair to 

destroy an entire family because of one member. When she finishes speaking, group 

members have the opportunity to respond.  

Israeli staff member: Israelis are also not able to travel freely, and they are afraid to do 

so. The checkpoints are for security and because Palestinians kill Jews and escape to PA 

areas.  

Israel male: I want to talk about terrorism since Oslo in 1993. There is fear of terrorism 

for Israelis.  

Ari (Israeli staff): What is your question? Suha knows the reality.  

Israeli male: I want the Americans to know. Freedom of travel and democracy is not the 

same as having a country and a government. 

Suha: Your government is fifty years old, ours is four years. Are all Palestinians 

terrorists? 
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American male: I am interested in Israeli history in the 20th century. I am a history major 

and I am interested in your perspective of this history. It is my one chance to hear a 

Palestinian perspective on Israeli history.  

Suha: I don’t want to talk pre-peace. 

Same American male: I am asking as an outsider, an American. This is my chance, as 

part of Birthright, to hear your side.  

Suha: I will give you books.  

[The young man is disappointed and later walks out of the room. At the end of the talk 

Suha invites him to come to Ramallah after the program.] 

American male: In the future, they need to bring in more perspectives of young people 

eighteen to twenty-five. I want to know if young Palestinians are liberal.  

Suha: I work with young people. I have been working with a group for one and a half 

years as they try to create their culture. Young people are fed up. Some went abroad if 

they had family there. The young people around me want peace. They want music, 

cinema, and relations with boys and girls. We don’t have music, cinema, dance places, 

not just because of Israelis, but also because our society is conservative. 

American male: I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t mind the blockades because it means 

that another bus won’t be bombed. Terrorists don’t wear nametags.  

Suha’s sister: Not to contradict, but Israeli boys and girls are supposed to go to the army. 

They act as terrorists, in my opinion. So I can say that all Israelis are terrorists. They kill 

babies too. [There is a lot of noise in the room.] 

Israeli male: “What do you, Palestinian Christians, think of Hamas?”  

Suha: I am against terrorism, as a human being, when it is used as revenge. I just want to 

point out that no one ever asks why a seventeen year old chooses to die the worst death 

possible. 

Israeli male: I can tell you. It’s because the Koran says you get virgins in heaven.  

Suha: They never show the background of the terrorist, that he is out of work, depressed, 

sick of his life. In Europe, they show us why young people kill themselves. When 

Goldstein went into a mosque and killed people, they said he is crazy, that he lost his 

mind. Why can this be said about Israelis but not Palestinians? 

American female: You contradict yourself. Is it about religion or not? This is the only 

state for the Jews. Why do you want it? [Someone shouts out that “Jesus was Jewish.” 

Others laugh.] 

Suha: [Seems upset.] You from Chicago and New York can’t tell me this is your country. 

This is mine. I was born here, my parents and grandparents were born here.  

Israeli: Some of us too. 

Suha’s sister: How many suicide bombings have there been? [Someone shouts: “About 

twenty.”] That’s not a lot.  

Students: One is too many. [The volume gets loud, a few students are shouting.] 
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American female: There are depressed areas of Chicago. Young people there are like 

young Palestinians. They also feel they have no way out. What do you see for them?  

Israeli male: You are not really representative of the Palestinians because you are 

Christian. Are you willing to give up on your hopes of ruling Jerusalem in order to gain 

your country and your freedom because I know for sure when [it comes] to Jerusalem, I 

am not willing to give Jerusalem up… I heard [Israeli] soldiers say they are “willing to 

die for it” and Palestinians say they are “willing to kill for it.” Palestinians want it, not for 

religious reasons because it is already open to them, but for money reasons. Is it only for 

the sake of ruling Jerusalem? If you want Jerusalem, let there be war. [There is laughing 

and ‘shushing.’] 

Suha: It is not true that Jerusalem is open because we need a visa to come in.  

American Male: Half a million Muslims were just here. 

Suha: Just for Ramadan. If Israeli soldiers are willing to die, they are also willing to kill. 

As a person, I am not willing to die or kill for Jerusalem. 

American male: What can you tell us to take back with us to work with Palestinians [on 

campus]?  

Suha: The best things you can do is put yourselves in our shoes, then you’ll understand. 

And come visit us. It is not just meeting one Palestinian. You need to think from other 

perspectives. 

Osnat (Israeli staff): This summer when I was with a high school group, I found myself 

disagreeing with Suha. But today, I went up to her before this discussion to talk to her 

and to say hello. Keep in mind that it is hard for her to get up in front of all of us. We 

should thank her. 

Ari: We are talking at the human level. In our group, at our first meeting one man, 

Nasser, talked about being in a certain prison for seven years. I remember whispering to 

my neighbor, “I was there too.” I was an officer stationed there. He heard me. That night 

we talked all night. The politicians are creative and smart and I hope that they will do and 

fight for a solution beyond the “nos.” An American Jew who does not plan to come here 

and serve in the army cannot tell us or them what to do.  

Suha: Thank you all. I know some of you are boiling inside. Try to be objective of angry 

feelings. Come visit. 

 

The stated goal of bringing Suha to speak with groups is to give the group a chance to 

hear a Palestinian perspective on the peace process (post-Oslo). Suha speaks briefly 

about the process, spending more time on the current situation and how Palestinian 

youth continue to struggle with different issues. When she finishes, several Israelis 
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respond immediately, though both Americans and Israelis participate actively in 

further discussion. The first Israelis to speak engage Suha with the intention of 

showing the American participants that she only represents one side of the picture. (“I 

want the Americans to know...”) They point out to her that Israelis, like the 

Palestinians, do not have complete freedom of movement, and that Israelis fear 

terrorism. Although a couple American students respond openly and inquisitively 

(asking her to reflect on the historical background of the conflict from a Palestinian 

perspective and commenting that it would be helpful to speak to more Palestinians 

their age), most students are belligerent, making comments and statements which 

express their views about Palestinians and Palestinian terror towards Israelis. Both 

American and Israeli participants seek to refute Suha’s points, claiming that she 

contradicts herself, that she is not representative of Palestinians because she is 

Christian, and that Jerusalem is in fact open to her. 

Even though Suha appears to be fairly liberal (as she participates in intergroup 

discussions with Israeli educators and takes a stance against terrorism), the students 

seek to find fault or to expose her as more extreme. While Suha remains steadfast in 

her liberal approach, her sister’s responses provide them a more extreme outlook. She 

claims that Israeli soldiers “act as terrorists” and that twenty suicide bombings are 

“not a lot,” upsetting the group and causing uproar. Even as the staff attempts to cool 

the group, pointing out that it is important to look at the personal side and form 

relationships, no student speaks up in agreement. The discussion ends with no resolve.  

2. The Israeli National Anthem 

Israel experience groups often discuss topics related to their connections to Israel. The 

following excerpt is taken from a discussion with a high school group about the 

meaning and significance of the Israeli national anthem, HaTikva (The Hope). The 
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female staff read the first stanza of the anthem, first in Hebrew, then in English. 

Following the reading, each of four staff members shares how he or she relates to the 

anthem, and opens subsequently the discussion to participants.  

Discussion on HaTikva, Eshkol 

Eric (American staff): It is difficult for me to connect to it until I move here.  

Joanna (American staff): I see it as an expression of Zionism and it connected me to 

Israel.  

Osnat  (Israeli staff): I see it as uniting for Jews. I have difficulty with Israelis who don’t 

know the words or who don’t stand for it. 

Ari (Israeli staff): It is a world unifier for Jews. Jews sang it as they were going to their 

deaths, such as in the Holocaust. 

The discussion is opened to participants. 

Elyse (American): It unites me to Jews everywhere as I sing it. Ari’s comment gives me a 

new perspective. I didn’t know that people sang it on their way to their death.  

Someone comments about the possibility of changing it because it excludes Arabs. 

Alisa (American): Arabs fight in the army so they should not be excluded. 

Marc (American): Can someone clarify if Israeli Arabs serve in the army? 

Ari: No, they do not. 

Laurie (American): It shouldn’t exclude Arab Israelis. 

Shimon (Israeli): Arabs are welcome here, but it is a Jewish state and the anthem 

represents this. If they don’t like it, they have twenty-two other states. 

Tal (Israeli male): It is an identity issue. It is about figuring out a collective identity and 

also individual identity.  

One of the counselors asks the Americans how they relate to the Star Spangled Banner, 

like when they hear it during the Olympics. 

Daniel (American): Generally, American Jews don’t relate to it. There is no connection. 

Most don’t even know there are two more verses.  

Hank (American): I agree that the American national anthem means nothing to American 

Jews. Hearing it at the Olympics does not evoke any emotion for me. 

Joanna: Who is the HaTikva for? Israel? Israelis? Jews? 

Ruth (American): The song is more for all Jewish people. 

Joanna: Israelis should speak up too. 

Tamar: Singing in school with others means a lot to me. I don’t think about the words or 

really their meaning. 

Margolit (Israeli): I can’t separate Jew and Israeli. I just sing it. 

Aliza (Israeli): Same for me.  
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Hadar (Israeli female): It’s a symbol, like the flag. Some people really don’t ‘need’ it. I 

personally feel part of something bigger or larger when I sing it. 

Margolit: We never sing it alone, we sing it in school, on memorial days. So I agree with 

Hadar that it gives me a feeling of being part of something larger. [Others agree.] 

Joanna summarizes the discussion: The Israeli national anthem is a coming together, it is 

a connection for the Jewish people. 

 

Within the group, there is much agreement about the anthem providing connection, 

whether to Israel or Zionism, to their Jewish or Israeli identity, or to the Jewish people 

worldwide. All Israelis who speak agree that it creates a sense of feeling part of 

“something larger” because they “never sing it alone.” One Israeli suggests that the 

anthem is “a symbol, like the flag” that some might not need, but which helps her feel 

part of something bigger. Yet, none of them directly relates to the anthem as 

something for the Jewish people, even when a counselor directly asks if it is for Israel, 

Israelis, or Jews, and even after an American suggests that, “The song is more for all 

Jewish people.” One Israeli comments that she cannot separate Jew from Israeli, while 

others remark that they really do not think about the meaning when they sing it – they 

“just sing it” – as part of a collective enterprise, during educational or national 

ceremonies.  

In comparison, most Americans relate to the anthem as a way of connecting to 

Israel and to the greater Jewish people, present and past, some of whom “sang it on 

their way to their death” during the Holocaust. Yet several exceptions exist. Eric, the 

male American counselor expresses a sense of disconnect from the anthem because he 

has not yet moved to Israel (though he has spent a significant amount of time in Israel, 

including the past year in which he worked and studied Hebrew on a kibbutz). Two 

American girls do not feel personally connected, relating to the anthem as something 
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“Israeli,” not Jewish. As something Israeli, it bothers them that the anthem’s meaning 

excludes Arab citizens of Israel.  

In some ways, the Americans’ connection to the anthem as something Jewish 

or connected to the Jewish people is framed by the staff, who ties the anthem to 

Jewish history (“Jews sang it as they were going to their deaths, such as in the 

Holocaust.”), and suggests directly that it represents a coming together of the Jewish 

people. Furthermore, the staff asks them to think about how they relate to HaTikva in 

comparison to the Star Spangled Banner. The comparison draws them closer to the 

Israeli anthem as they realize that they feel no emotional tie to the American anthem.  

 

C. Debriefing Meaningful Experiences 

1. The Western Wall  

All Birthright and high school Israel experience programs visit the Western Wall 

(Kotel). For many American students this is a dream fulfilled (especially among those 

visiting for the first time) because they have seen pictures, learned, and read about its 

meaning and significance to the Jewish people throughout history. While most Israeli 

high school and Birthright participants have previously visited the Kotel, my field 

notes show that their experience during Israel experience mifgashim looks different 

from previous visits. The following excerpt derives from a discussion with one 

Birthright group after their visit. The staff asks students to reflect on their experience 

and the feelings evoked within them when they approached the Wall.  

Debriefing after visiting the Kotel, Old City, Jerusalem, BRI#6 

Yoel (Israeli): I like going with the Americans to the Kotel for the first time. I like seeing 

how they feel – they are very emotional. I put on tefillin (phylacteries) with them. For the 

Americans it is like a wish come true. I can just come here anytime I want. I felt with 

them the amazing feeling of being here for the first time.  
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Maya (Israeli): I live nearby. I felt two things - seeing the Kotel through your eyes, and 

watching your excitement and crying. It made me feel guilty. I am Orthodox and I used 

to come here a lot, but I am less religious now and I don’t come. I don’t appreciate what I 

have here.  

Brad (American): I’m not religious but being at the Wall brought me to tears. It is about 

time, history, and heritage. I put on tefillin. I wish we were there longer because I feel I 

would have gotten more out of it and the experience. It was wonderful to see bar 

mitzvahs going on, the joy and the excitement.  

Reuben (American): It was cool to watch the bar mitzvahs. I felt like it was an authentic 

perspective. It was very emotional, which was surprising to me. I got a wave of spiritual 

emotion.  

Arieh (American): It’s history. In Russia, I knew there was a Wall where people cried. It 

is like a dream to visit this place. I thank God that I am here with wonderful people. It 

helps me to connect to people and connect directly to God. This place is the holiest of 

holies.  

Chuck (American): I’m not religious, but seeing all this makes me want to learn more 

about the heritage, Jerusalem, and be more religious. I had no words.  

Neta (Israeli): I always cry at the Kotel. The girls were surprised because “you are 

Israeli.” I can’t explain. It is not because I am religious. It is something you feel in the 

stones, in the touch.  

Alan (American): I’m not religious, but I still have a spiritual connection. I had a moment 

of emotion when I touched the Wall. It hit me - the history, the people, that we are a 

powerful minority and I am grateful to be a part of it. This brought back memories of 

studying for my bar mitzvah and learning Hebrew. 

Dan (American): It was fascinating, but I am an atheist so it was not moving to me. I had 

no feeling of connection. This was not my first time here. 

Ari (Israeli): It’s special every time I come here. Entering Zion Gate reminds me of the 

documentary of troops walking through the gate and the emotional moment. I think about 

what it must have been like for them. Also the Kotel, I think about what is what like 

when the Temple existed. It was fascinating and emotional at the same time.  

Sarah (American): I had a reflective moment when writing my prayer, more than when I 

went up to the Wall. I feel a little jealous of those who had a moving experience. 

Mike (American): It was a weird feeling - historical, religious, spiritual connection, 

everyone feeling the exact same thing. I could have sat for hours and sorted things out.  

Beth (American): It was spiritual. I think of my grandmother and about those who fought 

for this place.  

Mark (American): You only know when you touch it, even though people tell you all 

about it. I thought about the security at one of the holiest places. I said a prayer of hope 

for a time of no need for security. I wept, but I didn’t cry. 
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Participants focus on a variety of feelings and thoughts evoked by the experience at 

the Kotel. Israeli and American participants express feeling emotionally moved, even 

to the point of tears, by visiting the Kotel. Some point out that, “I am not religious” 

but that the Kotel evoked a sense of the spiritual within them. One religious young 

man remarks that he felt more connected to God as he stood in such a holy place.  

Most comments suggest that the experience evoked collective connection 

more than personal awakening, though one young man indicates that the experience 

sparked a desire to learn more about his heritage and Israel, and also to become more 

religious. Participants express a feeling of connection to history, heritage, and to 

people. An American woman thinks about her grandmother, and also about people 

“who fought for this place.” One Israeli man connects the experience to his memory 

of watching documentary footage of Israeli troops entering Zion Gate at the end of the 

Six-Day War. An American man thinks about the irony of needing security at such a 

holy site, and prays to end that need.  

 Male participants comment on the experience of putting on tefillin (with other 

male members of the group) and watching a bar mitzvah in progress. These 

experiences evoke nostalgia for their own bar mitzvah celebrations, and provide them 

with an “authentic” experience while at the Kotel.   

Finally, Israelis comment on sharing the experience with the Americans. They 

remark on how it provided them with a new perspective on visiting the Wall “for the 

first time,” and made them realize how they take certain things in Israel for granted 

(“I don’t appreciate what I have here.”)  

2. Home Hospitality 

Within some extended Birthright mifgashim and all extended high school mifgashim, 

Israeli participants host their American friends in their family’s home for a Shabbat 
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weekend. My field notes show that the experience is often seen as one of the 

highlights of the Israel experience for American participants, and that Israelis also 

enjoy the experience of hosting American guests. The following excerpt represents 

one of many follow-up conversations with American participants following their 

weekend in Israeli homes.  

Informal interviews following home hospitality experience, BRI #1  

Dayna went to family friends in Tzur Hadassah, where she attended a Reform Shabbat 

service at a school, wearing jeans and a sweater. Benjamin went with Ezra to the base 

where the Israeli participants live in caravans. He describes it as “being in the middle of 

the Palestinian Authority area.” They went to Tel Aviv on Friday and Saturday to a pub. 

“That was cool.” When asked if he enjoyed the weekend, Benjamin replies that, “Yes. I 

felt I was seeing the real or authentic Israel.” Dayna, and Johanna also remark that the 

host weekend provided them a window into the “typical,” “authentic,” or “real” Israel. 

Furthermore, Joanna comments that, “This was the best part of the trip so far.” Dayna 

“Yeah, we got to see what it is like for a typical family.” Both women express surprise at 

the secularity of Israelis, and try to make sense of secular identity. Dayna: “In America 

you have to do Jewish things to be Jewish. In Israel you can just be Jewish because there 

are so many Jews around.” Johanna: “If you were to tell me you didn’t go to Temple, 

have a bat mitzvah, go to [Jewish] camp (etc.), I would say ‘oh, you’re not very Jewish.’” 

Dayna: “Yeah, but here, in Israel you don’t have to do any of that and you’re still 

Jewish.” 

 Several American students went to Yitzi's house in Beer Sheva. Jessica: “It was 

the best part of the trip by far, because you got to like, really experience it.” She 

describes Shabbat dinner on Friday night at Yitzi's home. “They served the men first. The 

father got dressed up, and the mom wore sweats.” They went to a coffee house and pub 

in Beer Sheva with Yitzi’s friends on Friday night. Saturday they rented a movie, walked 

around Beer Sheva, napped, ate Shabbat lunch, and went to stay with Yitzi’s cousin in 

Tel Aviv Saturday night. “We went to a bar that is supposed to be like Egypt.” Yitzi 

enjoyed hosting the Americans at his family’s home and showing them around.  

 

Both the Israeli and American students report a high level of satisfaction with the 

home hospitality weekend. Many Americans convey a feeling of experiencing the 

“real” or “authentic” Israel. They reflect on Shabbat experiences and the time spent 

with their host families, and also on participating in weekend life with young adults in 
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Israel. Because most Israeli group members come from secular or traditional (though 

not observant) families, the Shabbat experience is a fusion of traditional aspects and 

secular cultural elements. American participants also reflect on what it is to be Jewish 

in Israel in comparison to the United States, articulating an understanding of the 

difference in what Jews in each society need “to do” in order “to be” Jewish.   

3. The Intercultural Travel Experience  

All Israel experience groups participate in a final group discussion on the last day or 

night of the program. Shorashim groups often combine the discussion with an activity 

in which the first person ready to speak is handed a ball of thread to hold while 

speaking. Upon completion, this person throws the ball to someone who indicates that 

he or she is ready to speak, and so forth. After everyone speaks, the group is 

interconnected through a web of thread. The thread is cut and a piece is given to each 

group member to wear until it falls off. The following excerpt is two final Birthright 

group discussions, combined into one. My field notes show much similarity in final 

group discussions across groups.  

Final group discussion, BRI #1; BRI#5 

American female: I really enjoyed this trip other than an occasional mountain here or 

there (everyone laughs), and I just feel, maybe impressed, to be here with all these Jewish 

people together - some from Israel, others from the United States. We are Reform, 

Conservative, Orthodox, various degrees and shades in between. We’re all here, brought 

together for a reason. Whether people decide to move here or stay there, there’s a reason 

that we’re all brought here together. I think that’s the most special, amazing thing 

between people of Judaism - that there’s always something linking one person to the next 

person, across miles of ocean and land and mountains. 

 American female: I came from a very different background than most of you. I 

was the only Jewish student in my high school, we had ten families growing up in the 

surrounding area, and I’m the only Jewish student in my graduate program. I felt like I 

missed out on a lot of what you all had and maybe took for granted, having such a large 

Jewish population where you grew up. I always felt like something was missing in my 

Jewish background, in my heritage. But coming here and being with all of you, I think I 
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found that. I feel like I have a Jewish community with you, and that’s made me feel very 

safe, and very comforted, and very close to all of you in many different ways. As 

everyone has said, this has been such an amazing gift.  It’s probably gonna take months 

or years to even realize just how this trip has changed us, and what we can give to our 

friends, and family, and pass on to other people. I want to especially thank the Israelis 

who shared their stories and their personal triumphs and tragedies. I know sharing things 

like that can bring up a gamut of emotions that maybe you’re not prepared for and maybe 

will strike up things in other people that they didn’t realize were in them either. It made 

this trip very, very special for me, so thank you. 

 American male: Last Saturday night at the Birthright event, there were thirty-

five hundred Jews, seeing and experiencing the same thing. It’s great to imagine how 

important this trip is. 

 Israeli female: This is the first time I feel fully Israeli. I moved from the U.S. 

when I was eight, and this experience of being with you helped me feel Israeli. But we 

are all Jews.  

 Israeli male: You Americans are the oxygen of the Israelis.  

 Israeli female: I’m grateful to meet all of you. I fell in love with Americans and 

Israelis.  

 Anglo female: It was great to be in Israel with Jews my age. I am amazed by the 

life, “chaim,” in Israel despite attacks and even within the cemeteries.  

 Israeli female: My goal was to feel very Israeli because it is something I have 

never felt before. By meeting you Americans and you being interested, asking questions, 

you all made me love Israel. You showed me what Israel is about. I didn’t know til I met 

you.  

 American male: I came to try to understand the Middle East, and it made my 

understanding more complex. This was a great group of Americans and not just Israelis. 

Hopefully we all made connections of what is amazing in American Judaism, for those of 

us not staying. I am excited about continuing these relationships.  

 American female: It was an experience with people, and the people made the 

trip what it is. I went from knowing one to forty-five Jews from all different countries. 

Thank you.  

American male: I learned a lot. In the U.S., they say you are cheap if you are Jewish, here 

you are cheap if you are Persian. It’s a double whammy for me! The Israelis really made 

the trip. They pointed out so much. We looked at things as people and not as tourists. It 

was refreshing to see Israel from a cultural and not just a religious perspective.  

 American female: I always felt very Jewish. But being here is a new beginning 

of Jewishness - the country, Israelis, other Americans with different Jewish backgrounds, 

stories, everyday life. I am excited to bring it back, and teach and tell. I feel more alive.  
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 American male: I was closed to change. I was skeptical. I am so “newly 

founded” in Israeli roots and Judaism. I feel more obligated to Israel and the Jewish 

people.  

 American male: I achieved an understanding of what it is to live in this country 

through the Israelis. I am more confused now.  

 Israeli male: I want to tell Jews from all around the world, you live wherever, 

great. But if you ever want to live here, this is your home. 

 Israeli male: Thank you to the Americans. I understand much more the 

significance of being Jews.  

 

During final discussions, participants reflect on various program aspects. While a few 

highlight particular experiences (such as a hike or site visit) or a more complex 

knowledge gained about Israel or the Middle East, most mifgashim participants tend 

to focus on the intercultural encounter itself, and what they gained through it. 

Members of both national groups convey gratitude for the experience of traveling 

through Israel with the other. Americans feel grateful for the chance to understand 

Israel better and in a more authentic way through the Israelis. (“I achieved an 

understanding of what it is to live in this country through the Israelis.” “We looked at 

things as people, not as tourists.”) Israelis focus on understanding themselves better, 

as Israelis, as a result of traveling with American peers. (“This is the first time I feel 

fully Israeli…You helped me feel Israeli.”) They also comment on the significance of 

seeing Israel from a new perspective. (“You showed me what Israel is about. I didn’t 

know til I met you.”) Finally, Israelis claim to understand “much more the 

significance of being Jews” as a result of the intercultural travel experience. 

Another major focus in final group discussions involves discovering the 

meaning and importance of being part of a larger Jewish people. Some participants 

comment on the significance and sense of awe they feel by being in Israel generally or 

at a particular event with so many young Jews from around the world. (“At the 
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Birthright event, there were thirty-five hundred Jews, seeing and experiencing the 

same thing.” “I just feel, maybe impressed, to be here with all these Jewish people 

together.”) Others focus on forming Jewish relationships and gaining a sense of 

community through the experience. (“I feel like I have a Jewish community with you, 

and that’s made me feel very safe, and very comforted, and very close to all of you in 

many different ways.” “I think that’s the most special, amazing thing between people 

of Judaism - that there’s always something linking one person to the next person, 

across miles of ocean and land and mountains.)  

Lastly, final group discussions bring out a sense of Israel as “home” to all 

Jews. Israelis implore American participants to remember that notion (“…if you ever 

want to live here, this is your home.”), while Americans declare feeling “more 

obligated to Israel and the Jewish people.” 

 

D. Using Hebrew to Create Ritual 

Cheers, song, and dance are a large part of Israel experience programs. During the 

experiences, youth are taught a variety of songs and cheers in Hebrew, and they are 

often taught Israeli folk dances. Achim, meaning brothers or siblings, is a well-known 

cheer that is regularly performed by Israeli scouts (tzofim) along with other songs and 

cheers that invoke a sense of gibush within a group. Shorashim groups learn the cheer, 

along with several other easy to learn Hebrew songs, from the outset of the program 

and use them throughout the Israel experience. The following excerpts highlight 

several instances where the groups sing and cheer in Hebrew, and also when they 

participate in Israeli dancing. The excerpts include airport arrival and departure, a 

visit to an elementary school, and a Havdalah ceremony.   
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Ben Gurion airport - Arrival of American participants, BRI #1 

The Americans exit the airport through a long glass corridor. One Israeli participant 

holds a “welcome” sign, while the rest stand perpendicular to the exit. As the Americans 

exit, the Israelis begin to sing the song, Salaam (the Arabic word meaning peace) by the 

band Sheva, and Hevenu Shalom Aleichem (a Hebrew song about forthcoming peace). 

They are clapping, singing, ululating (making a “kilili” sound with the vocal chords and 

tongue), and someone is playing the darbuka (a type of drum). 

 After all the Americans exit, the staff asks them to leave their bags on the side 

and move to the middle of the parking lot (at the back of the airport where the groups 

meet). A big circle is formed with the various Shorashim Birthright groups standing in 

the road between the buses. The staff is standing in a smaller group in the inside of the 

circle. Micha asks if anyone knows the meaning of two words, Achim and Simcha and 

then translates. “Achim means brothers, and Simcha means happiness.”  The participants 

are by now standing in a circle with arms placed over the shoulders or across the back of 

those next to them. The Israeli staff show then start the cheer. They yell, “Ahhhhhhh” 

and bend their knees. It gets louder, “Ahhhhh-chim, achim, achim, achim, achim. 

“Simcha, simcha, simcha, simcha, simcha. As they are shouting and chanting, they move 

in a circle in clockwise direction, holding on to one another and springing or jumping 

into the air. The cheering lasts about one minute, during which time most of the 

participants are smiling or laughing while cheering.   

 

Havdalah, BRI #1 (also includes members of other BRI groups led by Shorashim) 

At the conclusion of Shabbat, the students are asked to meet at the back of the hotel for 

Havdalah, the traditional ceremony concluding the Sabbath. The students stand in a 

nonsymmetrical circle, some with interlocked hands or arms, others with arms draped 

over shoulders. Others stand in the circle without touching anyone. Micha introduces the 

Havdalah ritual, “Shorashim style” (a shortened version of the more traditional one). He 

says that between each blessing, the students are invited to share something positive 

about their week. Micha plays his guitar and sings each blessing. After each respective 

blessing, wine and spices are passed around the circle as students make brief comments 

about the week and express their love for one another, the Jewish people, and for Israel. 

 The Havdalah ceremony ends and the staff begin to sing songs associated with 

the end of Shabbat (e.g., Shavuah Tov, meaning, a good week). One of the staff invites 

the students to dance. He begins to sing the song, Ushe’avtem Mayim, which is 

associated with a well-known Israeli folk dance. Israelis are humming the tune. Two 

circles are formed, a smaller one inside a larger outside circle. Israelis make up most of 

the inner circle, and they seem to know the dance. The outer circle is laughing, and the 

circle breaks, but people continue to move around. The inner circle dances to several 
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Israeli folk songs as the outer circle watches. An American suggests they dance to Hava 

Nagila, a Hebrew song many of the Americans know. 

 The Israeli staff starts the Achim cheer, the cheer participants learned upon 

arrival at the airport “Ahhhhh...” Two circles form and go through the cheer twice, the 

second time very loudly. Afterwards, students begin singing Israeli songs that they 

learned earlier in the week, such as Salaam. Both circles are singing, clapping, and 

dancing a step-type of dance.  

 
Masada, Eshkol 

When the group takes a short break on top of Masada, participants and staff joke with 

one another, and eventually, a group of girls serenade Jon, one of the boys who is 

manning the video camera, singing “Leaving on a jet plane” to him. When more of the 

group regathers, the group forms a circle, and starts the Achim cheer, laughing as they 

circle.  

 

Ben Gurion Airport, Departure of American participants, BRI #1 

The group gathers for a final Achim cheer. As one large circle, group members hold onto 

each other’s shoulders or backs as they start quietly: “Ahhhhh...” The volume builds as 

they shout the words and jump into the air, moving in a counterclockwise circle. 

Participants laugh and smile as they cheer.  

 

Singing, cheering, and dancing in Hebrew evokes a positive emotional high, with 

much laughter, hugging, and holding onto other group members. They are experiential 

performances that serve to both emotionally and physically inculcate a group bond or 

gibush as individuals laugh and connect through physical touches. Because the songs 

and cheers are in Hebrew, they also act as a means for connecting the group to the 

Jewish people. The performance of cheers, song, and dance also connects the group as 

youth and to youth culture, with music being one of the main unifying forces for 

young people. Even though American participants are initially unfamiliar with the 

words and dances, they quickly and easily learn them.  

Havdalah incorporates both traditional elements and musical elements that are 

part of the culture of the sponsoring program. Thus, the enactment carries meaning 
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and creates connection to both the wider Jewish people, and to the specific 

intercultural program involved.  

 

IV. Building Jewish Peoplehood - General Interpretations 

Mifgashim groups build Jewish peoplehood, transforming two national groups into 

one superordinate Jewish group through a variety of programs and discussions that 

help participants comprehend Jewish identity and Jewish belonging. While certain 

programs set out specifically to build a sense of peoplehood, other programs bring 

about a sense of peoplehood unexpectedly.  

 

A. Vilification of Non-Jews Generates Superordinate Jewish Group Identity 

Because victimization and vulnerability play a strong role in personal and collective 

Jewish identity for both Israeli and American Jews, programs highlighting painful 

Jewish historical events and Jewish survival blur national boundaries and transform 

an intercultural group into a superordinate Jewish group. These programs cultivate an 

understanding of being part of a tormented people who share a common history and 

fate, and who need a strong Jewish state and a strong Jewish people worldwide.  

The presented cases focus on the Holocaust, anti-Semitism, and Israel’s 

continuous struggle with her Arab neighbors, referred to as the “unholy negative 

trinity” (Mittelberg 1999: 126). During programs that highlight victimization and 

vulnerability, boundaries between the national groups blur as participants hone in on a 

common Jewish group identity vis-à-vis historical events and the non-Jews they 

encounter during the programs. The programs lead participants to vilify non-Jews and 

create an alternative “us” versus “them” paradigm, replacing Israelis and Americans 

with a Jewish “us” and non-Jewish “them.” In his work on Israeli school trips to 
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Poland, Feldman (2002b) notes that cultivating an “us versus them” mentality with 

the non-Jewish world serves the purposes of these programs. “The display of 

separateness fuels resentment, which engenders anti-Semitic responses, which in turn 

enables the group to consolidate itself, setting itself further apart from its 

surroundings” (Feldman 2002b: 96). 

During Holocaust programming, a sense of “us” and “them” arises at the end 

of a day in Auschwitz, when participants return to their buses and prepare to depart. 

While clearly in an emotionally raw state, participants encounter a group of Polish 

men who loiter in the parking lot. Although no exchange takes place between the men 

and the teens, the participants stand glaring at the men, angry and disturbed by their 

presence, convinced that they are anti-Semites who came to taunt them as Jews.  

When a Palestinian woman is invited to speak to the group, many participants 

interact with her in an aggressive manner. Rather than taking advantage of an 

opportunity to engage in dialogue with a Palestinian woman and her sister, the 

students choose to use it as a way to vilify Palestinians by focusing on terrorism and 

blaming the Palestinians for their fate. Even though the students see Suha as liberal 

and open, they seek to criticize and show her to be contradictory. Moreover, they 

point out that she is Christian and therefore not representative of Palestinians, 

allowing them to dismiss her views and opinions. Ironically, when her younger sister 

(who appears threatened by the students’ aggressive comments to Suha), makes bold 

statements about Israeli soldiers being terrorists or the small number of suicide 

bombs, the students do not negate her view as unrepresentative. In fact, her comments 

allow them to believe they are correct in their views of Arabs, and furthermore, to 

vilify Arabs, who they perceive as threatening to Israel’s security.  
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B. Social Rituals Create Positive Experiences Linking Jews  

As noted in the theoretical chapter, Jews today remain interested in Jewish 

expressions of self, but seek authentic and personally meaningful experiences.  Social 

rituals performed during the Israel experience provide participants an opportunity to 

construct meaning around Jewish practices with other members of the Jewish group. 

Cohen and Eisen (2000) note that, “Jews value ritual because it brings them closer to 

[family members]. They conceive Jewish peoplehood as the spatial and temporal 

extension of this family” (Cohen and Eisen 2000: 97). Thus, social rituals performed 

during the Israel experience, and the personal and group relations created around 

these rituals, serve as a microcosm for Jewish peoplehood. 

 In addition to connecting participants to other Jews in time and space, 

performing social rituals provides a range of ways to gain cultural tools and create 

meaning around things Jewish. For example, the Havdalah ceremony creates a 

symbolically meaningful Jewish ceremony for the entire intercultural group. For 

some, it is the first time they participate in the ceremony while others participate in it 

every Saturday night with their families or every summer at their Jewish summer 

camp. For all, the Shorashim Havdalah is an alternative version of the traditional 

ceremony. Havdalah is not only a Jewish ritual that differentiates the holy Sabbath 

from the secular week, but it is also a reflective group process allowing members to 

think about the past week’s happenings and contemplate the coming week’s events. 

The Shorashim Havdalah thus sets out to be a ceremony rich in meaning both on a 

macro level (by linking participants to Jews in space and time), and on a micro level 

(by linking group members as they share their personal introspections and perform the 

ceremony together). 
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 Social ritual in the form of Hebrew song and cheer also creates positive 

cultural artifacts for the mifgash group. Although the quantity of Hebrew words in the 

songs and cheers performed are rather limited, the use of Hebrew is still symbolically 

significant to the group. “Language is a critical component” in the process of “making 

experiences meaningful and for internalizing them so that their impact goes beyond 

the exposure to one-time emotional ‘highs’” (Goldberg 2002: 112). Because most 

American participants come with limited Hebrew knowledge, song and cheer 

comprise the few instances when the group as a whole switches out of English and 

into Hebrew. Even if limited, the switch is significant because it moves the group 

from the lingua franca of the Americans to that of Israelis, and also to the national 

language of Israel and what some consider the language of the Jewish people. It is 

also a switch into Israeli youth culture as the Achim cheer is often performed within 

non-religious youth movements in Israel, and the song Salaam is a kind of anthem 

among younger politically left-wing Israelis. Finally, it is also a switch into a 

particular Israeli youth culture from a more global or Western culture (represented by 

pop music or other Western icons), which generally frames the program. 

While the goal of social ritual on the Israel experience is to create a link to the 

greater Jewish people, the rituals first create a connection between group members 

who must rely on one another, physically and emotionally, during particular events.  

Shabbat home hospitality requires American participants to trust and rely on their 

Israeli hosts to take care of them and to show them an enjoyable weekend. Israelis 

must trust their American guests to behave appropriately as guests in their family’s 

home and to open themselves up to a different type of home environment and 

experience. During Havdalah, participants often share their personal thoughts and 

feelings with the group. For some, this means expressing love for the group or for 
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Israel. For others, it means sharing personal life details. In other contexts, such 

expressions may be mocked or taunted, but in the midst of Jewish ritual it is not only 

deemed acceptable behavior for young men and women alike, but it is part and parcel 

of performing the ritual. Finally, while performing Hebrew cheers and songs, the 

physical gestures associated with these performances (e.g., jumping in circle while 

embraced with the entire group, swaying with arms draped over shoulders, etc.), are 

part of connecting group members to other Jews within the group. Each individual 

must physically rely on the next to move in the same direction so that the group does 

not tumble to the ground.  

Most of the social rituals performed during Israel experience mifgashim are 

linked to upbeat physical and emotional expressions, such as laughing, smiling, 

rejoicing, and fun social experiences within the group. These positive emotions 

potentially lead to affirmative associations with both the specific ritual and other 

Jewish practices or cultural events. Because the social ritual can, amongst other 

things, serve as a “usable symbolic structure [that]…enters into social discourse and 

[becomes part of the] elements of self-identity” (Goldberg 2002: 112), it is both useful 

and important that participants leave the experience with positive sentiments and a 

desire to reproduce or participate in other such rituals after leaving the encounter 

framework.  

 

C. Intense Emotional Highs Build Peoplehood 

Israel experience mifgashim play on the power of particular experiences to evoke 

emotional highs about feeling Jewish and connecting to the Jewish people, through 

visits to “the most resonant sites (The Kotel, Yad Vashem), the most impressive 

(Masada), the most spectacular …and the most theatrically realized” (Kirshenblatt-
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Gimblett 2002: 319). Particular experiential activities push “nearly every emotional 

button in the Israel / Jewish identity switchboard” (Heilman 2002: 185). Furthermore, 

“the thrills and spills of physical challenge…produce an adrenaline rush while 

theatrical techniques, as well as ritual, ceremony and formalized visits to historical 

sites…produce emotional epiphanies” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2002: 320). 

While some activities necessitate group debriefing to give them cognitive 

meaning, events that arouse particularly intense emotions and somatic responses have 

a unique capacity to build Jewish group identity and Jewish peoplehood, even without 

group deconstruction. Visits to Holocaust sites, especially in Eastern Europe, are the 

most observable events where emotion alone catalyzes a sense of peoplehood by 

connecting participants to events in Jewish history and recategorizing participants into 

a superordinate Jewish group. The experience itself produces a suspended state of 

emotional vulnerability which is accompanied by a range of intense physical and 

somatic gestures, such as crying, numbness, anger, hugging, and comforting. While 

standing in the remnants of one of the worst periods in Jewish history (or in a 

memorial to it), participants experience feelings of disconnect from the outside world. 

The boundary between national groups blurs as separation from the outside world 

pushes them closer to the mifgash group, whom they rely on for immediate support 

and comfort. Distance from the outside world also creates a sense of connectedness to 

the Jewish people, with whom they share this tragic history, and who they feel they 

can trust in case of future threat to Jewish survival.  

 In addition to extreme experiences with Holocaust sites, physical enactment of 

songs, cheers, and Israeli dances produces intense emotional highs and provides a 

means to create Jewish peoplehood without verbally debriefing the event. Similar to 

the extreme, song and dance produces heightened arousal that includes hugging, 



184 

 

touching, and holding other group members. But instead of crying, group members 

laugh, joke, and display signs of happiness. Instead of creating a sense of connection 

to a negative period in Jewish history, song and dance positively recategorizes the 

group by blurring intergroup boundaries as participants connect to the Jewish group 

through the language of the (Hebrew) music and through the enactment of traditional 

and cultural events (Havdalah and Israeli folk dance) that are spatially and temporally 

linked to other Jews. The emotional intensity and its ability to connect participants to 

other Jews also relates to the strategic timing of these events (i.e., at the beginning and 

end of the Israel experience, on top of Masada, at the end of Shabbat).  

 

D. Discussion Leads to Emotional - Cognitive Links in Constructing Peoplehood 

Group discussions and debriefing sessions provide an opportunity for participants to 

understand their experiences over the course of the program. In sharing thoughts, 

feelings, and reflections regarding particular activities, site visits, and intercultural 

encounters, participants construct cognitive meaning from emotional experiences. 

When linking feelings from the experience to “a sense of history” and an “attachment 

to a specific group of people,” (Goldberg 2002: 100) participants give both personal 

and group meaning to the concept of Jewish peoplehood. Particular experiences 

followed by group discussions stand out as noteworthy in constructing meaning.  

 While visits to Holocaust sites are strong enough to instill a sense of Jewish 

group identity even without deconstructing the visit, discussions related to the topic 

lend a hand to cognitive understanding. After visiting Auschwitz, group members 

express gratitude at visiting the death camp with foreign peers to whom they feel 

particularly attached. During a group activity at Yad Vashem, Shorashim staff 

explicitly connects the group to those who perished in the Holocaust by burning 
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participants’ dreams and reminding them that the majority of European Jews did not 

survive. Tal shares with the group the personal meaning he derives from considering 

the Holocaust by drawing an analogy between his uncle who died and Ari’s cousin 

who perished in the death camps. He has found the “missing link” in connecting to 

Jewish history and the Jewish people.  

After visiting the Western Wall, participants analyze their emotional 

experience. They highlight the powerful sense of connection to Jewish heritage, 

history, religion, or spirituality encountered during the visit. They also reflect on 

feeling moved at participating in traditional Jewish rituals, such as wrapping tefillin, 

observing a bar mitzvah, and writing a prayer to place in the Wall. They connect to 

other Jews, present and past, in remembering a grandparent, thinking “about those 

who fought for this place,” and expressing warm feelings and thoughts about visiting 

the Kotel with foreign peers.    

 Inasmuch as final group discussions are useful in deconstructing a variety of 

emotionally charged experiences, they are themselves an emotional event. At the 

close of any Israel experience program, participants are both physically and 

emotionally vulnerable, lacking extended periods of rest and on the cusp of separating 

from friends. And yet, group members use the discussion to comprehend their Jewish 

self, giving meaning to their relationship to Israel, to what they have learned from 

others in the group, and to their sense of familial connection with the greater Jewish 

people.  

 

V. Summary of Findings 

A sense of Jewish belonging and peoplehood is created in various forms during Israel 

experience mifgashim. A group’s ability to differentiate a Jewish “us” from a non-
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Jewish “them” is both a practical and direct means to building superordinate Jewish 

group identity. Emotionally charged programming highlights “the dangers” of the 

non-Jewish world and the need for a strong Jewish state and a united Jewish people 

who need to support each other in the name of Jewish survival. The creation and 

performance of Jewish ritual physically links participants to other Jews and helps 

them create shared Jewish experiences and memories, a positive and active means of 

building peoplehood. Finally, discussing group experiences and issues important to 

the Jewish people allow participants to make emotional - cognitive links and gain a 

deeper and more meaningful sense of Jewish peoplehood.  

 

VI. Implications for Research Questions 

Mifgashim groups build a sense of Jewish peoplehood during the Israel experience by 

tying participants to one another and helping them construct a sense of belonging to 

the Jewish people and to Israel. Peoplehood is built using emotionally charged 

programming that highlights negative periods of Jewish history and difficulties with 

Israel’s neighbors. Direct and indirect discussions focusing on the importance of 

Israel to Jews worldwide also help create peoplehood, as does debriefing meaningful 

experiences shared by group members. Finally, creating and enacting Jewish rituals 

builds a sense of Jewish belonging. 

When building a sense of peoplehood, participants bring aspects of their 

personal Jewish identity and national Jewish group identity with them, which is often 

helpful in facilitating a better understanding of the other. Personal and national 

identities are reflected in group discussions that touch on Israel or a feeling of 

belonging to a greater Jewish people. During these discussions, participants have the 
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opportunity to hear about different ways of constructing and experiencing Jewish 

identity and peoplehood.   

Programs that focus on building peoplehood tend to blur national group 

boundaries. This is accomplished through recategorization or the common ingroup 

identity approach to intergroup relations. Some programs also make use of 

subcategorized contact. That is, though they recategorize the intercultural group into 

one Jewish group, they still maintain a sense of national categories, as participants 

articulate a sense of Jewish belonging through a lens colored by national identity. 

Youth culture is especially useful in building Jewish belonging during 

programs that create social rituals. Using music and dance, groups of young people 

come together to perform rituals that connect them to the Jewish people. Youth 

culture is also helpful in creating a sense of Jewish belonging during informal times 

away from the organized group. When describing their home hospitality weekends 

with Israeli families, American participants highlight both Jewish experiences in the 

family homes of their hosts and aspects of youth culture they shared with their Israeli 

peers.  

Age may play a role in the ability to make emotional - cognitive links during 

programs related to Jewish belonging. While the data do not show specific moments 

where college students exhibit a greater capability than high school students to make 

meaningful links to Jewish belonging, other data (i.e., on extreme encounters with the 

army) indicate that older youth have the ability to think more critically about 

experiences that evoke strong responses.   
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Chapter 6:  Discussion and Conclusion 

 

I. Summary of Findings 

Israel experience mifgashim provide the space and opportunity for participants to 

explore a variety of personal and group identities. As an intercultural group, 

participants are made acutely aware of national identities, as well as different ways of 

constructing Jewish identity and belonging. Through site visits, experiential activities, 

group discussions, and informal timeframes, and with the help of several approaches 

to structured intergroup interactions, high school and college-age youth construct an 

understanding of the other group while simultaneously exploring their own identity. 

Shared Jewish and youth identities help in negotiating boundaries between groups and 

in creating a sense of Jewish belonging and peoplehood. Age of participants is 

associated with differences in how groups negotiate boundaries and how group 

members construct a sense of identity and belonging. 

As the intercultural encounter takes place in Israel, there are multiple 

opportunities and ways to understand Israeli identity. Extreme interactions with the 

army – those associated with death or the possibility of dying – play an important role 

in constructing a sense of Israeli identity. While site visits and experiential activities 

related to the army provide a direct glance into an important aspect of Israeli culture 

and society, these extreme encounters also highlight stark differences between groups, 

often dividing participants into distinct national groups. These encounters tend to be 

highly emotionally charged, often accompanied by attempts to cognitively understand 

the experience, and mostly without facilitation by educators.  

Within high school groups, Israelis struggle with American interpretations and 

reactions to the extreme encounters with the army because it questions their upcoming 



189 

 

service and their safety as soldiers. Yet, American high school participants see the 

extreme encounter as a means to get closer to Israelis and Israeli culture. They are 

mostly unaware of Israeli negation of their interpretations and impatience with their 

highly emotional reactions to these encounters. Although extreme encounters in 

Birthright programs are also emotionally charged and highlight differences between 

national groups, Israeli and American Birthright participants understand extreme 

encounters in a more mutual manner than do high school participants. Both national 

groups see the extreme as an opportunity to take pride in Israeli soldiers (often the 

participants themselves) and to see them as defenders of the Jewish people. While the 

extreme often divides intercultural groups, subsequent unstructured timeframes and 

programmed activities bring the group back together as shared youth culture and 

Jewish group identity become salient.  

Unlike the rich and multifaceted exploration of Israeli identity, Israel 

experience mifgashim offer few programmed opportunities to further grasp a sense of 

American Jewish identity. Particular group discussions reveal differences in how 

American and Israeli Jews view certain topics related to Israel or the Jewish people. 

Otherwise, discursive comments made during these discussions or “off the cuff” 

remarks that come out during non-programmed moments reveal stereotypes and 

preconceived notions that are not dispelled and often reinforced during the 

intercultural encounter.  

Throughout Israel experience mifgashim, groups participate in discussions, 

activities, and site visits that help in creating a sense of Jewish belonging and 

peoplehood. One of the easier ways to build peoplehood is through a focus on the 

historical atrocities committed against the Jewish people. By focusing on the 

Holocaust or Arab negation of the State of Israel, intercultural groups easily meld 
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around the need for a strong Jewish people and nation. More challenging are activities 

that build positive Jewish belonging through the creation of shared rituals and 

discussions that allow participants to understand different experiences in a way that 

brings forth a sense of peoplehood. Music and other aspects of youth culture are often 

useful in helping groups construct a sense of Jewish peoplehood or belonging.  

 

II. Implications for the Literature 

 
A. Diaspora 

Inasmuch as the Israel - Diaspora relationship is a particular homeland - diaspora 

relationship, Israel experience mifgashim add a dimension to this general literature. 

Most notably, these programs are successful in creating social and cultural ties that 

both homeland and diaspora communities seek to encourage during encounter 

programs. For diaspora youth who have never lived in nor visited the homeland, these 

programs provide a significant means for understanding the importance of Israel to 

the Jewish people, and eventually, for identifying with it. Through their interactions 

with Israel and Israelis, they experience and develop cognitively a sense of Israel’s 

historical and modern significance to the Jewish people. Furthermore, as they get to 

know Israeli youth and their lives and culture, they begin to understand and appreciate 

the role Israelis play in building and protecting the Jewish enterprise.  

For Israelis, the encounter provides a means to look beyond themselves and 

understand the significance of Israel to Jewish people worldwide. Furthermore, 

encounters help Israelis sort out the “affront to Zionism” that the Western Jewish 

Diaspora purportedly creates. That is, through sharing opinions and building 

interpersonal relationships, Israelis learn an appreciation for Diaspora Jews and their 
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sense of connection and commitment to Israel. They also open themselves up to 

grasping the role that Diaspora Jews play in maintaining the Jewish state.  

 

B. Jewish Peoplehood and Belonging 

While some recent literature on the relationship between Israel and the American 

Jewish community indicate declining measures of connection, the current work shows 

how extended Israel experience mifgashim play a role in revitalizing collective 

aspects of Jewish identity, Jewish belonging, and peoplehood.  

Past literature asserts that the “defining feature of The Israel Experience…is to 

make identity, and specifically Jewish identity, a reflexive project” (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett (2002: 321). Within extended encounters, the reflexive project includes both 

one’s own identity and the identity of the other national group. It also includes 

constructing a personally meaningful understanding of Jewish belonging and 

peoplehood that takes into account the experiences and the relationships built during 

these structured intercultural interactions.   

While engaged in a variety of activities and discussions where they learn about 

the other, participants in extended programs explore different ways of being and 

doing Jewish. Participants hear how others articulate and conceptualize their own 

Jewish identity and how others experience their sense of Jewish belonging. Because 

the notion of identity is dynamic rather than static, participants often try out or try on 

these different ways of being Jewish or connecting to the Jewish people. Where the 

other’s identity is not open to try on (e.g., being an Israeli soldier for American 

college students) they gain an appreciation for difference, and come to understand that 

Jewish belonging does not imply a unity in experiences. 
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The extended encounter also provides a means to make connections to Israel 

and to other Jews personally meaningful rather than something that is distant or 

reflects a vague connection to the collective Jewish entity. Participants learn that 

Jewish belonging is not only about shared history, culture, tradition, or heritage, but is 

also about their experiences and the relationships they build with other Jews. For 

American participants, this is accomplished as they get to know their Israeli 

counterparts and their families, and as they learn about and experience aspects of 

Israeli culture and society. These experiences allow them to feel more attached and 

less alienated from Israel, the latter a concern for Jewish communal leaders in the 

wake of declining measures. For Israelis, letting foreign peers into their homes, their 

lives, and their culture allows them to create meaning around their Israeli identity, and 

also to construct a personally meaningful sense of peoplehood. Through the process 

of sharing themselves and their country, they realize the importance of helping non-

Israeli Jews gain a better understanding and stronger attachment to Israel.  

It is worth highlighting the role of extended program length in facilitating the 

building of Jewish peoplehood and connecting young Israeli and Diaspora Jews. High 

school participants especially have the opportunity to share in a variety of experiences 

and discussions, and to spend time reflecting, as a mixed group, on the meaning of 

these experiences to Jewish connection and peoplehood. In contrast, module 

mifgashim groups may participate in an activity or discussion associated with 

peoplehood, but the number of experiences is inevitably limited, with little time to 

unpack the meaning as a group.  
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C. The Contact Hypothesis 

Particular conditions of the contact hypothesis relate to the success of extended Israel 

experience encounter. Most notably, the home turf advantage / disadvantage relates to 

the extent to which each group learns about the other. Given the location of Israel, 

American participants benefit from the surrounding culture in helping them to more 

thoroughly understand both Israel and Israelis. As they interact with Israeli society, 

Israeli participants, and other Israelis whom they meet during the program, Americans 

construct a broader concept of Israeli culture and identity. These interactions provide 

a means to move beyond preconceived notions and stereotypes in understanding the 

other. In contrast, the location makes it more difficult for Israelis to move beyond 

their conceptions of the American participants. Interactions with American 

participants, without the benefit of a genuine American culture, make it more difficult 

for Israelis to move beyond their preconceptions.  

 As an informal educational arena that includes new, interesting, and exciting 

activities, the Israel experience provides a social climate that is favorable to meeting 

and learning about members of a different social group. Group activities and 

discussions allow intercultural group members to concentrate on shared goals rather 

than competition between the groups. Some programs – especially those that focus on 

an “us” and “them” between Jews and non-Jews – actively push group members 

together and allow them to refocus from two separate national groups into one 

superordinate Jewish people. Activities that focus on enacting Jewish or social ritual 

accompanied by Hebrew songs and cheers also recategorize group members into one 

Jewish group.  

In addition to structured activities, non-structured timeframes allow 

participants to interact as young people with similar interests. These times provide the 
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space for intimate rather than group contact, and provide the opportunity for youth to 

focus on their identity as youth and on youth culture. Such times also provide like-

minded individuals with the opportunity to build friendships. 

 

D. Desired Outcomes 

The literature review presents four desired outcomes of structured intergroup contact: 

change in attitude towards the other social group, increased complexity in 

understanding the other, change in the usefulness of categories in intergroup contact, 

and increased reflection on one’s own cultural identity while considering the other’s 

identity.  

As American participants increase their knowledge and understanding about 

Israel and Israelis, they also change their attitude towards both the country and 

people. Through the encounter, they begin to understand Israel in a broader manner, 

as a complex society that not only includes the media images of insecurity 

surrounding terrorism and military operations, but also the challenges and joys that 

Israelis experience in their daily lives. As they visit the homes of peers and as they are 

welcomed into the cultural lives of their Israeli friends, American participants 

experience Israelis as warm, inviting, caring, thoughtful, and protective, allowing 

them to diminish the stereotype of Israelis as arrogant, aggressive, and rude. In 

contrast, while Israelis may befriend their American counterparts, they do not 

necessarily change their attitudes towards American Jews. In fact, their discursive talk 

and comments during group discussions suggests that they maintain their attitudes 

towards American Jews, and that they do not gain a complex understanding of them.  

As a result of extended timeframes, both groups are able to gradually move 

beyond the national categories in which they enter into the mifgash. As they 
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increasingly get to know each other and connect as Jews and as young people, they 

realize the many similarities, commonalities, and shared social categories. Both 

groups also have numerous chances to reflect on their own identities as they interact 

with the other group, and as they gain a sense of the other’s identity. Israelis 

especially have the opportunity to reflect further on their own identity as they hear 

how the Americans interpret and understand what it is to be Israeli. While they may 

not always agree with the other, they are pushed to understand, for themselves, what it 

means to be Israeli. There is no equivalent process that occurs for Americans, as it is 

rare for the two groups to share their understandings or constructs of American Jewish 

identity.  

It is worth emphasizing the role of program length in moving participants 

beyond national categories over the course of the encounter. While short-term 

programs also provide the chance to discover similarities between groups, there is no 

comparison in terms of depth or breadth and what is discovered over time.  

 

E. A Range of Approaches Available during Extended Encounters 

The literature presents a classification of behavioral approaches or strategies to 

intergroup contact. Theoretical and empirical work on module encounters shows how 

planners of structured programs tend to choose a particular approach based on their 

aims and worldview regarding intergroup relations. In contrast, long-term or extended 

encounters incorporate more than one strategy and thus broaden the types of outcomes 

and goals achieved through intercultural interaction. Multiple approaches provide 

different means for shifting boundaries between groups and for building 

understanding about the other, while also constructing a sense of peoplehood and 

belonging. Extended timeframes and multiple approaches also provide the opportunity 
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to interact on both the intergroup and interpersonal levels. This gives participants the 

chance to learn about the other group as a whole, and to form friendships and personal 

relationships with individuals who share similar interests or commonalities.  

 As extended encounter groups move in and out of different activities, 

discussions, site visits, and unstructured times, boundaries between the national 

groups shift, sometimes blurring and sometimes being maintained. Overall, 

timeframes that focus on participants as young people and as Jews blur the national 

boundary by making use of interpersonal, cross-categorized, recategorized, and 

subcategorized contact. Specifically, this occurs when participants connect as young 

people and as they form personal relationships with other participants who share their 

common interests, such as musical taste. Blurring also occurs through programs that 

make Jewish identity more salient. Even when national identity remains salient, the 

salience of other shared categories or identities can diminish the national boundary 

between Israeli and American participants. In contrast, programs that focus 

specifically on Israeli identity vis-à-vis the army tend to make use of categorized or 

distinct ingroup contact and maintain the national boundary between groups.  

 

F. Youth and Youth Culture 

Past literature on the Israel experience suggests that global youth culture plays a role 

in bringing a group together. Within extended encounters, there are ample 

opportunities for youth identity to overtake national identity as the more salient 

identity. When this occurs, it is difficult to maintain categorized contact between 

groups. Instead, salient youth identity encourages decategorized and cross-categorized 

contact, as young people focus on youth culture and subcultures. At times, it is also 
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associated with recategorized contact, most notably when it is used in furthering 

Jewish identity and peoplehood. 

Music is the most noticeable feature of youth culture expressed during 

extended encounters. In both structured and non-structured activities, music helps in 

blurring national distinctions between groups and unifying a group. During difficult 

programs, music functions as a way to relax or calm participants and also to unite 

them as Jews, such as when they sing a Hebrew song during a visit to a Holocaust 

site. At other times, music is used to unite participants as they create or enact Jewish 

or social ritual through singing, cheering, and dancing in Hebrew. During non-

structured timeframes, music helps group members relax and unwind as they sing or 

play music softly to themselves or with one another, such as on a bus ride at the end 

of an intense day. Participants expose each other to new music while they 

simultaneously express their personalities and personal tastes. In the process, small 

groups form according to similar musical interests or based on the ability to perform 

music.  

 

G. The Age Factor 

There are several differences in how high school and college groups process particular 

experiences during extended encounters. Most notably, age plays a role in how 

participants experience extreme encounters with the army. While younger participants 

enjoy their experiential Gadna program and gain various understandings through a 

variety of extreme encounters, their constructions are complicated by the life phase at 

which Israeli participants stand. On the cusp of army service, young Israelis feel 

threatened by participating in and hearing how their foreign peers understand these 

extreme experiences. Although they disagree with interpretations made by foreign 



198 

 

peers, young Israelis show an inability to communicate directly or articulate their 

disagreement with American participants. In contrast, older Israelis do not experience 

threat and display comfort in communicating with their American friends. Within 

college-age groups, the extreme provides a means for both national groups to 

appreciate Israeli soldiers (often the participants themselves) and to construct them as 

defenders of both the State of Israel and the Jewish people.  

Other extreme encounters – such as those related to the Holocaust – also raise 

difficult issues for younger participants who are still in the process of developing their 

critical thinking skills. Intense experiential programs produce emotional highs that are 

not necessarily easy for younger youth to understand on their own. While groups 

debrief about some extreme experiences, others are left unresolved, leaving 

participants to produce cognitive understanding on their own. The extent to which 

participants do this successfully may depend on their age and developmental stage.  

 

III. Some Educational Considerations Based on the Findings 

 
A. Exploring Jewish Belonging and Building Jewish Peoplehood  

1. Building Positive and Negative Belonging 

Both negative and positive aspects of Jewish group identity are useful in building 

superordinate identity and peoplehood. The negative aspects function as a quick 

means for bringing a group together by connecting them to Jewish history and to 

Jewish people vis-à-vis non-Jews. The positive aspects provide an expanded means 

for thinking about Jewish topics, enacting Jewish rituals and customs, and connecting 

to a thriving and vibrant living Jewish people.  
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Inasmuch as the data reveal that both negative and positive aspects enhance a 

sense of peoplehood, there is a need to balance the two. Too much reliance on 

negative identity, such as victimization and vulnerability, reinforces fears surrounding 

Jewish survival without lauding positive aspects of Jewish identity, including but not 

limited to a rich history, a vibrant culture and people, and the ability to create 

meaningful Jewish practices. Thus, mifgashim programs might want to think further 

about the positive aspects of identity, and how to develop more discussions and active 

programs centered on explicitly developing a sense of positive Jewish peoplehood.  

2. Further Emotional - Cognitive Links during Extreme Encounters  

Several constructive results emanate from extreme encounters, including bringing an 

intercultural group into closer contact, blurring national boundaries, intensifying 

social bonds, encouraging empathy, acknowledging boundaries and difference 

between social groups, and recategorizing intercultural groups as one superordinate 

group. Yet, extreme experiences also come with shortcomings. Specifically, only in a 

few instances do mifgashim groups extensively debrief most extreme experiences. 

This means that participants do not have the opportunity to deconstruct the experience 

or cognitively think through these intensely emotional experiences with other people.  

Facilitated discussions of extreme encounters might help in confronting 

disagreement or difference of opinion between national groups regarding the meaning 

of extreme army experiences. They might also help in furthering an understanding of 

Jewish peoplehood by spelling out the meaning of shared history, and the creation and 

enactment of shared rituals.   

 Based on observation and data analysis, lack of group processing of extreme 

experiences seems like a missed educational opportunity. It also brings into question 

whether invoking strong and difficult emotional reactions is a form of emotional 
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manipulation, which ultimately minimizes the educational value of particular 

activities. Thus, it might be useful for the staff to facilitate group discussions around 

extreme activities in order to provide an opportunity for young participants to more 

fully comprehend and give meaning to particular events and cultural markers which 

they experience during the program. Group processing includes articulating thoughts 

and ideas, and hearing how different group members understand the same experience. 

Kelner notes that, “group conversations erode the boundary between the private and 

public, exposing personal feelings to the surveillance and monitoring of the group” 

(Kelner 2002: 378). Though such discussions may yield discomfort or disagreement 

between individuals or national groups, it is nevertheless important for group 

members to hear how others give meaning to the same experience. Group processing 

is most important for high school youth who are still developing their critical thinking 

skills. Processing is useful in moving them beyond simplistic, superficial, or obvious 

understandings of the encounter. Older participants also benefit from such group 

processing.  

 Processing emotional experiences might also help within non-extreme 

activities. Although it is not always necessary to discuss “fun” activities, verbal 

follow-up provides the opportunity for participants to make links to larger concepts, 

such as Jewish peoplehood. While participants often walk away from the Israel 

experience with fresh and vivid memories of singing and cheering in Hebrew or 

creating and performing Jewish ritual with other young Jews, it might be useful to 

provide them the chance to reflect on how these experiences connect meaningfully to 

the concept of peoplehood. Discussion need not be overt or obvious, but merely 

available for participants who wish to discuss and make cognitive links between their 

experiences and emotions.  
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 Finally, as much as group processing might help in comprehending extreme 

and other emotionally charged experiences, individuals will continue to reflect on and 

process their Israel experience after returning home. Group processing in Israel is thus 

a useful first step towards individual processing and meaning making. 

 

B. Gaining a Better Understanding of the Other: Exploring American Jewish 

Identity in a Complex Manner 

A key goal of organized intergroup encounters is to move beyond preconceived 

notions and stereotypes about the other. This goal is accomplished through different 

forms of contact and through structured activities that provide opportunities to learn 

about the other. Yet, there is a dearth of programs focused on furthering an 

understanding of American Jewish participants. The data show that the few group 

discussions which highlight American Jewish identity often reinforce preconceptions 

and stereotypes, as does discursive talk and behaviors displayed by American 

participants.   

Israel educators might make an effort to explore American Jewish identity in a 

deeper and more complex manner during extended mifgashim. Given the longer 

timeframe (in comparison to module encounters), extended encounters provide a 

reasonable venue for trying to achieve this goal. Exploring the other national group 

benefits both the ingroup and outgroup. For American participants, deeper exploration 

of their identity provides an opportunity to understand how others view them. It also 

provides them a chance to reflect on their Jewish identity, and similarities and 

differences between them and Israeli Jews.   

For Israelis, deep exploration of American Jewish identity not only helps them 

move beyond their preconceived notions and stereotypes, but it also provides them a 
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window to view different ways of being and doing Jewish, a means to reflect on how 

they engage in Jewish practices and thoughts, and the possibility of considering new 

ways of being Jewish for themselves. In addition, by delving into American Jewish 

identity, Israelis can gain a deeper empathy for foreign peers. For example, during a 

group discussion on the last Shabbat with Eshkol, several Israeli participants 

commented on the experience of being out of Israel for a week, some for the first 

time. One young woman (who had spent several summers with foreign peers at a 

camp in Israel) commented on coming back to Israel from abroad. She describes how 

it took her leaving the country and spending a Shabbat outside of Israel to better 

understand the meaning of arriving in Israel. She also reflected on how that 

experience helped her better understand the perspective and experience of Diaspora 

Jews in general.  

Because of the location of the encounter, understanding American Jewish 

identity in a complex way requires a strong and deliberate effort on the part of 

mifgashim programmers who must think of how to move beyond stereotypic images 

of American Jews, even while traveling in Israel. Prioritizing the goal means defining 

American Jewish identity as an object of curiosity for Israeli participants.  

Group discussions are a logical first step towards moving beyond prejudices. 

However, these discussions will need to be handled and developed so that certain 

perceptions about American Jews are revealed and teased out, even if it makes for an 

uncomfortable intergroup meeting. It also means developing deliberate explorations 

of American Jewish culture and the particular behaviors displayed by American 

participants, especially those that are non-normative in Israel. For example, when a 

female member of the group dons a kippah, educational staff might use it as a catalyst 

for group discussion. If facilitated well, such discussions have the potential to not 
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only break through preconceived notions, but also to develop into new understandings 

of Jewish practices and ways in which individuals make Judaism personally 

meaningful.   

Finally, in relation to the growing apathy between Israel and the Diaspora, the 

need to better understand the other national group beyond simplistic notions is part of 

strengthening the connection between different Jewish national groups.  

 

C. Youth Culture in the Mifgash 

In light of the findings regarding music during Israel experience mifgashim, more 

might be done to purposely incorporate music into intercultural programs. As a 

central and vital part of youth culture, music has great potential within structured 

activities. In addition to cheering and singing new songs or cheers, music may be used 

in a deeper and richer manner as the object of particular structured programs. Music 

also plays an informal role as young people are capable of making use of music on 

their own terms. Israel educators might take note of how important music is to young 

people, and how they use it to relax and make space for themselves. While some 

educators may see times where participants “tune out” as wasteful, music might well 

be the most useful means for helping young people regenerate and continue to 

participate in intensive discussions and experiences throughout the Israel experience.   

 

IV. Limitations and Remaining Questions 

This dissertation looked at particular elements of Israel experience mifgashim 

programs. Exploring informal timeframes and particular structured programs, the 

work focused on how participants understand self and other and how they construct 

similarity and difference during intercultural encounters. While certain experiences 
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were explored in depth, there remain several places of inquiry for future research on 

Israel experience mifgashim.  

 First, while the current work focused on extreme encounters as a means for 

how participants construct Israeli identity, future research might look more closely at 

non-extreme encounters with Israeli society and culture. What role do these 

encounters play in understanding Israeli identity for both national groups? Are non-

extreme encounters useful in building a sense of Jewish peoplehood? Do non-extreme 

encounters provide Israelis with significant opportunity to reflect on their identity?  

Second, while the current work focused on group experiences, processes, and 

understandings, it might be useful for future research to focus on individuals or 

smaller subgroups. As Birthright Israel grows, the Israel experience prototype 

becomes more diverse. Thus, it may be helpful to both Israel educators and 

community planners to gain a sense of what different participants get from the 

mifgash experience. Do less affiliated American Jews experience Israel and Israelis 

differently than movement-based youth? Do Israelis from more remote parts of Israel 

encounter Diaspora youth differently than those from the major cities? What is the 

experience like for children of Israelis participating as American participants? What is 

the experience like for Israeli immigrants from the Commonwealth of Independent 

States (i.e., the former Soviet Union) or North America?  

Third, while this work focused on extended encounter programs, the majority 

of mifgashim programs continue to be short-term. Thus, it seems fruitful to explore 

shorter programs using similar research questions. Is it possible to achieve 

comparable results on short-term programs? To what extent can shorter programs 

make use of different behavioral strategies rather than using one optimum strategy? 
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Can mifgashim groups build Jewish peoplehood in two or three days? If so, what can 

they achieve? 

And finally, while the present work focused on the mifgash in process, it may 

be worth looking deeper into the long-term outcomes of mifgashim programs. What is 

the longitudinal effect of extended Israel experience mifgashim? Does a strong sense 

of Jewish peoplehood continue to grow after the liminal intercultural experience in 

Israel? If so, how do participants relate to peoplehood subsequent to the trip? Do 

participants maintain long-term relationships across cultural lines or does follow-up 

contact wane after a certain period of time? How do social networking forums, such 

as “Facebook,” play a role in sustaining connection? Are there potential downsides to 

Israel experience mifgashim that only appear after the experience is over?  



206 

 

Bibliography: 

 
Allport, G. W. (1954). The Nature of Prejudice. Reading MA: Addison-Wesley. 
 
Ament, J. (2005). American Jewish Religious Denomination. New York: United 
Jewish Communities. 
 
Amir, Y. (1969). Contact Hypothesis in Ethnic Relations. Psychological Bulletin, 
71(7), 319-342. 
 
Auron, Y. (1995). Between “Israeliness” and “Jewishness”- The Attitude of Young 
Israelis to Their Jewish-Israeli Identity. In D. Zisenwine & D. Schers (Eds.), Making a 
Difference: Jewish Identity and Education (pp. 159-176). Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv 
University. 
 
Auron, Y. (1993). Zehut Yehudit Yisraelit (Jewish Israeli Identity). Tel Aviv: Sifriyat 
Poalim. 
 
Avineri, S. (1981). The Making of Modern Zionism: The Intellectual Origins of the 
Jewish State. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Avruch, K. (1981). American Immigrants in Israel: Social Identities and Change. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Azaryahu, M. (2000). McIsrael? On the “Americanization of Israel.” Israel Studies, 
5(1), 41-64. 
 
Bardach, R. (2002). Past Director of Program Development, The Center for 
International Migration and Integration, American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (Personal Correspondence). 
 
Bar-Shalom, Y. (1998a). Encounters with Others: An Ethnographic Study of 
Mifgashim Programs for Jewish Youth (Summer 1997). Jerusalem: The Charles R. 
Bronfman Centre for the Israel Experience: Mifgashim. 
 
Bar-Shalom, Y. (1998b). Mah Yetzeh Li MiZeh (What Will I Get Out of This?). 
Jerusalem: The Charles R. Bronfman Centre for the Israel Experience: Mifgashim. 
 
Bellah, R. N., Madsen, R., Sullivan, W. N., Swindler, A., & Tipton, S. M. (1985). 
Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. New York: 
Harper and Row. 
 
Ben-Ari, E., & Bilu, Y. (Eds.). (1997). Grasping Land: Space and Place in 
Contemporary Israeli Discourse and Experience. Albany: SUNY Press. 
 
Ben-Bassat, N. (1995). Jewish Thought in the Service of Jewish Education. In D. 
Zisenwine & D. Schers (Eds.), Making a Difference: Jewish Identity and Education 
(pp. 177-195). Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University. 



207 

 

 
Bennett, A. (2001). Cultures of Popular Music. Buckingham: Open University Press. 
 
Bernard, H. R. (1995). Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and 
Quantitative Approaches. (2nd ed.). Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Press. 
 
Bilu, Y., & Witztum, E. (2000). War-Related Loss and Suffering in Israeli Society: 
An Historical Perspective. Israel Studies, 5(2), 1-31. 
 
Birthright Israel Website (2007). Retrieved February 2007, 
http://www.Birthrightisrael.com/bin/en.jsp?enPage=BlankPage&enDisplay=view&en
DispWhat=Zone&enZone=AboutUs 
 
Bock, G. (1976). Does Jewish Schooling Last? New York: The American Jewish 
Committee: Jewish Education and Jewish Identity Papers. 
 
Bouganim, A. (2008). Jewish Sectarianism and Jewish Peoplehood. In M. Revivi & E. 
Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and Challenge (pp. 68-86). Brighton: 
Academic Studies Press. 
 
Brewer, M. B. (1996). When Contact is Not Enough: Social Identity and Intergroup 
Cooperation. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 20(3/4), 291-303. 
 
Brewer, M. B., & Miller, N. (1984). Beyond the Contact Hypothesis: Theoretical 
Perspectives on Desegregation. In N. Miller & M. B. Brewer (Eds.), Groups in 
Contact: The Psychology of Desegregation (pp. 281-302). New York: Academic 
Press, Inc. 
 
Brewer, M. B., & Miller, N. (1988). Contact and Cooperation: When Do They Work? 
In P. A. Katz & D. A. Taylor (Eds.), Eliminating Racism: Profiles in Controversy (pp. 
315-326). New York: Plenum Press. 
 
Brown, R. J., & Turner, J. C. (1981). Interpersonal and Intergroup Behavior. In J. C. 
Turner & H. Giles (Eds.), Intergroup Behavior (pp. 33-65). Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press. 
 
Brown, R. J., & Turner, J. C. (1981). Interpersonal and Intergroup Behavior. In J. C. 
Turner & H. Giles (Eds.), Intergroup Behavior (pp. 33-65). Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press. 
 
Chazan, B. (1994). The Israel Trip: A New Form of Jewish Education. Youth Trips to 
Israel: Rationale and Realization. New York: CRB Foundation and The Mandell L. 
Berman Jewish Heritage Center at JESNA. 
 
Chazan, B. (2002). The World of the Israel Experience. In B. Chazan (Ed.), The  
Israel Experience: Studies in Jewish Identity and Youth Culture (pp. 5-20). Jerusalem: 
Studio Kavgraph. 
 



208 

 

Chazan, B., & Cohen, S. M. (2000). What We Know About American Jewish Youth 
and Young Adults: Some Implications for Birthright Israel. Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service, 77(2), 76-82. 
 
Chazan, B., & Koransky, A. (1997). Does the Teen Israel Experience Make a 
Difference?  New York: Israel Experience Inc. 
 
Chryssochoou, X. (2000). Multicultural Societies: Making Sense of New 
Environments and Identities. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 
10(5), 343-354. 
 
Clayman, D. (1999). Introduction: Understanding Israeli Attitudes to American Jews. 
Los Angeles: The Center for Policy Options: University of Judaism. 
 
Cohen, E. H. (1994). Towards a Strategy of Excellence, The Israel Experience- 
Ongoing Survey and Evaluation. Jerusalem: Youth and Hechalutz Department and 
The Joint Authority for Jewish Zionist Education. 
 
Cohen, E. H. (1996). The 1994-1995 Mifgashim Programs: A Questionnaire and 
Observation Survey. Jerusalem: Youth and Hechalutz Department and The Joint 
Authority for Jewish Zionist Education. 
 
Cohen, E. H. (2000). Mifgashim: A Meeting of Minds and Hearts. Journal of Jewish 
Education, 23-37. 
 
Cohen, E. H., & Cohen, A. (2000). HaHavayah HaYisraelit (The Israel Experience). 
Jerusalem: The Jerusalem Institute for Israel Studies. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (1995a). The Impact of Varieties of Jewish Education Upon Jewish 
Identity: An Inter-Generational Perspective. Contemporary Jewry, 16(1995), 68-96. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (1995b). Geographic Variations in Participation in Israel Experience 
Youth Programs. Journal of Jewish Communal Service (Winter/Spring), 212-220. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (1997). Camp Ramah and Adult Jewish Identity: Long-Term Influences 
on Conservative Congregants in North America. Jerusalem: Hebrew University. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (1998). Religious Stability and Ethnic Decline: Emerging Patterns of 
Jewish Identity in the United States. New York: JCCA. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (2000). The Utility of Long Interviews in the Study of American Jews. 
Contemporary Jewry, 21, 3-22. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (2002). Religiosity and Ethnicity: Jewish Identity Trends in the United 
States. Studies in Contemporary Jewry. 
 
Cohen, S. M. (2003). JAFI Consultation on Jewish Community and Peoplehood (pp. 
10): unpublished. 
 



209 

 

Cohen, S. M. (2005). Ever Thinner Ties: American Jews and their Views on Israel 
(pp. 5): unpublished. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Eisen, A. M. (2000). The Jew Within: Self, Family and Community in 
America. Bloomington: Indian University Press. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Ganapol, A. (1998). Building Jewish Identity: A Study of Young 
Judaea Alumni. New York: Hadassah. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Liebman, C. S. (1997). American Jewish Liberalism. Public Opinion 
Quarterly, 61(3), 405-430. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Liebman, C. S. (2000). Israel and American Jewry in the 21st 
Century: A Search for New Relationships. In A. Gal & A. Gottschalk (Eds.), Beyond 
Survival and Philanthropy: American Jewry and Israel. Cincinnati: Hebrew Union 
Press. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Schor, J. (2004). The Alumni of Five Israel Experience Programs 
and Their Distinctive Jewish Identity Profiles. Jerusalem: The Alliance for 
Educational Programs in Israel. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Wall, S. (1994). Excellence in Youth Trips to Israel. Youth Trips to 
Israel: Rationale and Realization. New York: CRB Foundation and The Mandell L. 
Berman Jewish Heritage Center at JESNA. 
 
Cohen, S. M., & Wertheimer, J. (2006). Whatever Happened to the Jewish People? 
Commentary, 121(6), 33-37. 
 
Coleman, J. S. (1961). The Adolescent Society. New York: Free Press of Glencoe. 
 
Cook, S. W. (1962). The Systematic Analysis of Socially Significant Events. Journal 
of Social Issues, 18(2), 66-84. 
 
Cote, J. E., & Allahar, A. L. (1996). Generation on Hold: Coming of Age in the Late 
Twentieth Century. New York: New York University Press. 
 
Crozier, W. R. (1997). Music and Social Influence. In D. J. Hargreaves & A. C. North 
(Eds.), The Social Psychology of Music (pp. 67-83). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Dashefsky, A. (1992). The Effects of Jewish Education on Jewish Identification. In S. 
L. Kelman (Ed.), What We Know About Jewish Education (pp. 101-114). Los 
Angeles: Torah Aura Productions. 
 
Deaux, K. (1993). Reconstructing Social Identity. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 19(February), 4-12. 
 
DellaPergola, S., Dror, Y., & Wald, S. S. (2005). Annual Assessment 2005: A Rapidly 
Changing World. Jerusalem: Jewish People Policy Planning Institute. 
 



210 

 

Deschamps, J. C., & Doise, W. (1978). Crossed Category Membership in Intergroup 
Relations. In H. Tajfel (Ed.), Differentiation Between Social Groups: Studies in the 
Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations (pp. 141-158). London: Academic Press. 
 
Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education. New York: The Macmillan Company. 
 
Diamond, J. S. (2000). “And Never the Twain Shall Meet?” Reflections on the 
Americanization of Israeli Culture. Israel Studies, 5(1), 330-336. 
 
Doron, G. (1998). The Politics of Mass Communication in Israel. The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 555(January), 163-179. 
 
Edwards, E. (1999, Friday November 19, 1999). The Media Generation: Multitask 
Children All Alone. International Herald Tribune, pp. 1, 4. 
 
Eisen, A. (2008). Four Questions Concerning Peoplehood - And Just as Many 
Answers. In M. Revivi & E. Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and 
Challenge (pp. 1-11). Brighton: Academic Studies Press. 
 
Elazar, D. J. (1991). The Lessons of the Pollard Case. In E. Don-Yehiya (Ed.), Israel 
and Diaspora Jewry: Ideological and Political Perspectives. Bar Ilan: Bar-Ilan 
University Press. 
 
Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Epstein, J. S. (1994). Misplaced Childhood: An Introduction to the Sociology of 
Youth and Their Music. In J. S. Epstein (Ed.), Adolescents and Their Music: If It’s 
Too Loud, You’re Too Old (pp. ix-xxxiv). New York: Garland Publishing. 
 
Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: Youth and Crisis. London: Faber & Faber. 
 
Ezrachi, E. (1994). Encounters Between American Jews and Israelis: Israelis in 
American Jewish Summer Camps. Jewish Theological Seminary of America, New 
York. 
 
Ezrachi, E. (2001). In Search of Roots and Routes: The Making and Remaking of the 
Diasporic Jewish Identity. Jerusalem: Department for Jewish Zionist Education, The 
Jewish Agency for Israel. 
 
Ezrachi, E. (2004). Re-Imagine Israel Education. Agenda: Jewish Education, Winter 
(18), 11-16. 
 
Ezrachi, E., & Aronovitz, C. (n.d.). Diaspora in the Eyes of Israelis. Jerusalem: 
Melitz. 
 
Ezrachi, E., & Sutnick, B. (1997). Israel in Our Lives: Israel Education Through 
Encounters With Israelis. Jerusalem: The CRB Foundation and The Joint Authority 
for Jewish Zionist Education and The Department of Jewish Education and Culture in 



211 

 

the Diaspora and The Charles R. Bronfman Centre for the Israel Experience: 
Mifgashim. 
 
Feldman, J. (2001). In the Footsteps of the Israeli Holocaust Survivor: Israeli Youth 
Pilgrimages to Poland, Shoah Memory and National Identity. In P. M. Daly, K. 
Fisher, A. Goldschlager, & N. Kramer (Eds.), Building History: The Shoah in Art, 
Memory, and Myth (Vol. 4, pp. 35-63). New York: Peter Lang. 
 
Feldman, J. (2002a). HaYihasim Ben Yisrael L’Tefutzoth BaBoker L'Maharat: Kezad 
Yishaneh HaShalom et HaYihasim Ben Yisrael L'Ben HaKehillot HaYehudiyot 
B’Tefutzoth? (Israel - Diaspora Relations the Morning After: How Will Peace Change 
Relations Between Israelis and Diaspora Jewish Communities?) In M. Benvenisti & 
N. Goren (Eds.), HaBoker L’Maharat: Idan HaShalom - Lo Utopia (The Morning 
After: An Era of Peace - Not a Utopia) (pp. 477-519). Jerusalem: Carmel/ Harry S. 
Truman Institute for the Advancement of Peace. 
 
Feldman, J. (2002b). Marking the Boundaries of the Enclave: Defining the Israeli 
Collective Through the Poland “Experience.” Israel Studies, 7(2, Summer), 84-114. 
 
Feldman, J., & Katz, N. (2002). Mikoma shel HaSohnut HaYehudit B’Mifgashim ben 
Noar Yisraeli L’Noar Yehudi MiHul: Hevdelim Tarbutiim, Praktikot Nihul V’Emdot 
Idiologiot Smuyot (The Place of the Jewish Agency in Encounters between Israel and 
Diaspora Youth: Cultural Differences, Practical Management Issues, and Ideological 
Stances). Jerusalem: The Jewish Agency for Israel Department for Jewish Zionist 
Education, Research and Development Unit. 
 
Findling-Andy, L., & Spector, A. (1997). Mifgashim B’Havaya HaYisraelit: 
Mifgashim shel Tzi’irim MiHaTefutzoth im B'nai Noar Yisraelim (Encounters in the 
Israel Experience: Encounters between Diaspora and Israeli Youth). Jerusalem: 
Henrietta Szold Institute. 
 
Fine, G. A., & Sandstrom, K. L. (1988). Knowing Children: Participant Observation 
with Minors. (Vol. 15). Beverly Hills: Sage. 
 
Fisch, H. (English Text Ed.). (1988). The Jerusalem Bible. Jerusalem: Koren 
Publishers. 
 
Fishman, S. B., & Goldstein, A. (1993a). Teach Your Children When They are Young: 
Contemporary Jewish Education in the United States: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen 
Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University and JESNA. 
 
Fishman, S. B., & Goldstein, A. (1993b). When They are Grown They Will Not 
Depart: Jewish Education and the Jewish Behavior of American Adults: Maurice and 
Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University and JESNA. 
 
Flammer, A., & Schaffner, B. (2003). Adolescent Leisure Across European Nations. 
New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 99(Spring 1999), 65-77. 
 



212 

 

Fornas, J. (1995). Youth, Culture and Modernity. In J. Fornas & G. Bolin (Eds.), 
Youth Culture in Late Modernity (pp. 1-11). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
Frank, N. (1996). Adolescent Construction of Jewishness: The Nesiya 1988 Summer 
Trip in Israel. Harvard University. 
 
Friedman, D., & Zisenwine, D. (1998). Israel in Jewish Summer Camps. Jerusalem: 
The CRB Foundation, The Jewish Agency for Israel, The CRB Center for the Israel 
Experience. 
 
Frith, S. (1981). Sound Effects. New York: Pantheon Books. 
 
Furman, W., & Simon, V. A. (1998). Advice from Youth: Some Lessons from the 
Study of Adolescent Relationships. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 
15(6), 723-739. 
 
Gabbacia, D. (1999). Gli italiani nel mondo: Italy's Workers around the World. 
Organization of American Historians Magazine of History, 14, no. 1(Fall 1999), 12-
16. 
 
Gaines, D. (1994). The Local Economy of Suburban Scenes. In J. S. Epstein (Ed.), 
Adolescents and Their Music: If It’s Too Loud, You’re Too Old (pp. 47-65). New 
York: Garland Publishers. 
 
Gallois, C., Giles, H., Jones, E., Cargile, A. C., & Ota, H. (1995). Accommodating 
Intercultural Encounters: Elaborations and Extensions. In R. L. Wiseman (Ed.), 
Intercultural Communication Theory (Vol. XIX, pp. 115-147). London: Sage. 
 
Geertz, C. (Ed.). (1973). Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of 
Culture. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Goffman, E. (1982). Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior. New 
York: Pantheon Books. 
 
Golan, M. (1992). With Friends Like You: What Israelis Really Think about American 
Jews. New York: The Free Press. 
 
Goldberg, H. E. (2002). A Summer on a NFTY Safari. In B. Chazan (Ed.), The Israel 
Experience: Studies in Jewish Identity and Youth Culture (pp. 23-140). Jerusalem: 
ACBP Foundation. 
 
Goldstein, S. (1992). Profile of American Jewry: Insights from the 1990 National 
Jewish Population Study. American Jewish Year Book, 1992, 77-173. 
 
Gordis, D. (2003, April 30). Way More Than Four Questions. Israel Updates, 
Retrieved April 2003, from http://lists.topica.com/lists/gordis/read/message.html?mid 
=806264883&sort=d&start=4. 
 



213 

 

Grant, L. (2000). Paradoxical Pilgrimage -- American Jewish Adults on a 
Congregational Israel Trip. Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. 
 
Grossberg, L. (1994). The Political Status of Youth and Youth Culture. In J. S. 
Epstein (Ed.), Adolescents and Their Music: If It’s Too Loud, You’re Too Old (pp. 25-
46). New York: Garland Publishing. 
 
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Research. 
In N. S. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 105-
117). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Gudykunst, W. B. (1998). Bridging Differences: Effective Intergroup 
Communication. (third ed.). London: Sage. 
 
Gudykunst, W. B., Ting-Toomey, S., & Chua, E. (1988). Culture and Interpersonal 
Communication. London: Sage. 
 
Guttman, S. (2005). The Other War: Israelis, Palestinians and the Struggle for Media 
Supremacy. San Francisco: Encounter. 
 
Handelman, D., & Katz, E. (1998). State Ceremonies of Israel - Remembrance Day 
and Independence Day, Models and Mirrors: Towards an Anthropology of Public 
Events (2nd ed., pp. 191-233). Oxford: Berghahn Books. 
 
Handelman, D., & Shamgar-Handelman, L. (1997). The Presence of Absence: the 
Memorialisation of National Death in Israel. In E. Ben-Ari & Y. Bilu (Eds.), 
Grasping Land: Space and Place in Contemporary Israeli Discourse and Experience 
(pp. 85-128). New York: SUNY Press 1997. 
 
Hargreaves, D. J., & North, A. C. (1997). The Social Psychology of Music. In D. J. 
Hargreaves & A. C. North (Eds.), The Social Psychology of Music (pp. 1-21). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Harris, J. R. (1995). Where is the Child's Environment? A Group Socialization Theory 
of Development. Psychological Review, 102(3), 456-489. 
 
Harris, J. R. (1998). The Nuture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They 
Do. New York. 
 
Harzig, C. (1999). On the Trail of Migrants: A Global Approach to Migration History. 
Organization of American Historians Magazine of History, 14, no. 1(Fall 1999), 3-4. 
 
Heilman, S. C. (1983). The People of the Book: Drama, Fellowship, and Religion. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Heilman, S. C. (2002). A Young Judaea Israel Study Tour, The Israel Experience: 
Studies in Jewish Identity and Youth Culture (pp. 143-265). Jerusalem: ACBP 
Foundation. 
 



214 

 

Herman, S. H. (1977). Jewish Identity: A Social Psychological Perspective. Beverly 
Hills: Sage Publications. 
 
Hersch, P. (1998). A Tribe Apart: A Journey into the Heart of American Adolescence. 
New York: Ballantine Books. 
 
Himmelfarb, H. (1984). The Impact of Religious Schooling: A Synopsis. Studies in 
Jewish Education, 2, 255-288. 
 
Hochstein, A. (1986). Educational Programs in Israel. Jerusalem: Nativ Policy and 
Planning Consultants. 
 
Hogg, M. A., Terry, D. J., & White, K. M. (1995). A Tale of Two Theories: A Critical 
Comparison of Identity Theory with Social Identity Theory. Social Psychological 
Quarterly, 58(4), 255-269. 
 
Horenczyk, G., & Bekerman, Z. (1997). The Effects of Intercultural Acquaintance 
and Structured Intergroup Interaction on Ingroup, Outgroup, and Reflected Ingroup 
Stereotypes. International Journal of Intercultural Relationships, 21(1), 71-83. 
 
Horenczyk, G., & Bekerman, Z. (2002). Perceptions of Group Identities in Arab-
Jewish Short-term Encounters. Paper presented at the Interactive Conflict Resolution, 
Jerusalem. 
 
Horowitz, B. (1999). Indicators of Jewish Identity: Developing a Conceptual 
Framework for Understanding American Jewry. New York: Mandel Foundation. 
 
Hoyle, R. H., Pinkley, R. L., & Insko, C. A. (1989). Perceptions of Social Behavior: 
Evidence of Differing Expectations for Interpersonal and Intergroup Interaction. 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 15(3), 365-376. 
 
Isaacs, L. (1997). AMHSI Impact Evaluation. New York: JESNA. 
 
Israel, S., & Mittelberg, D. (1998). The Israel Visit - Not Just for Teens: The 
Characteristics and Impact of College-age Travel to Israel. Waltham:  Maurice and 
Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Jones, J. M., Lynch, P. D., Tenglund, A. A., & Gaertner, S. L. (2000). Toward a 
Diversity Hypothesis: Multidimensional Effects of Intergroup Contact. Applied and 
Preventive Psychology, 9, 53-62. 
 
Kadushin, C., Kelner, S., & Saxe, L. (2000). Being a Jewish Teenager in American: 
Trying to Make It. Waltham: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish 
Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Kahane, R. (1997). The Origins of Postmodern Youth: Informal Youth Movements in 
a Comparative Perspective. New York: Walter deGruyter. 
 



215 

 

Kaplan, M. (1967). Judaism as a Civilization: Towards a Reconstruction of American 
Jewish Life. New York: Schocken Books. 
 
Katriel, T. (1991). Communal Webs: Communication and Cultures in Contemporary 
Israel. Albany: SUNY Press. 
 
Katriel, T., & Nesher, P. (1986). Gibush: The Rhetoric of Cohesion in Israeli School 
Culture. Comparative Education Review, May 1986, 216-231. 
 
Katz, J. (1986). Jewish Emancipation and Self-Emancipation. Jerusalem: Jewish 
Publication Society. 
 
Kelner, S. (2002). Almost Pilgrims: Authenticity, Identity and the Extra-Ordinary on 
a Jewish Tour of Israel City University of New York. 
 
Kelner, S., Saxe, L., Kedushin, C., Canar, R., Lindholm, M., Ossman, H., Perloff, J., 
Phillips, B., Teres, R., Wolf, M., & Woocher, M. (2000). Making Meaning: 
Participants' Experience of Birthright Israel. Waltham: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen 
Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (2002). Learning from Ethnography: Reflections on the 
Nature and Efficacy of Youth Tours to Israel. In B. Chazan (Ed.), The Israel 
Experience: Studies in Jewish Identity and Youth Culture (pp. 269-331). 
 
Kopelowitz, E. (2003). Between Mifgash and Shlichut: Paradigms in Contemporary 
Zionist Education and the Question of the Ideological Relationship Between Israel 
and the Diaspora. Jerusalem: The Department for Jewish-Zionist Education, The 
Jewish Agency for Israel. 
 
Kopelowitz, E. (2008). A Sociologist's Guide for Building Jewish Peoplehood. In M. 
Revivi & E. Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and Challenge (pp. 87-
107). Brighton: Academic Studies Press. 
 
Kopelowitz, E., & Engelberg, A. (2007). A Framework for Strategic Thinking about 
Jewish Peoplehood. Tel Aviv: Nadav Fund. 
 
Kotzin, M. (2008). Spreading the Word on Jewish Peoplehood, Peoplehood Papers 2 
(pp. 9-11). Tel Aviv: Beth Hatefutsoth. 
 
Kujawski, N. (2000). Building Interpersonal Relations Through Mifgashim. 
Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 
 
Kurshan, A. R. (2008). Breaking the Glass: Jewish Peoplehood and Beyond, 
Peoplehood Papers 2 (pp. 12-17). Tel Aviv: Beth Hatefutsoth. 
 
Lebel, U. (2006). The Creation of Israeli “Political Bereavement Model” - Security 
Crises and Their Influence on the Public Behaviours of Loss: A Pyscho-Political 
Approach to the Study of History. Israel Affairs, 12(3), 439-461. 
 



216 

 

Levy, S., Levinsohn, H., & Katz, E. (1997). Beliefs, Observances and Social 
Interaction Among Israeli Jews. In C. S. Liebman & E. Katz (Eds.), The Jewishness of 
Israelis: Responses to the Guttman Report (pp. 1-38). New Haven: Yale University 
Press. 
 
Levanon, N. (1999). Israel’s Role in the Campaign. In M. Friedman & A.D. Chernin 
(Eds.), A Second Exodus: The American Movement to Free Soviet Jews (pp.70-83). 
Hanover: University Press. 
 
Liebman, C. S. (1970). Reconstructionism in American Jewish Life. American Jewish 
Year Book, 71, 3-99. 
 
Liebman, C. S., & Cohen, S. M. (1990). Two Worlds of Judaism: The Israeli and 
American Experiences. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
Liebman, C. S., & Don-Yehiya, E. (1983). Civil Religion in Israel. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
 
Liebman, C. S., & Katz, E. (Eds.). (1997). The Jewishness of Israelis: Responses to 
the Guttman Report. New York: State University Press. 
 
Lipset, S. M. (1994). The Power of Jewish Education. Los Angeles: Wilstein Institute 
of Jewish Policy Studies. 
 
Longhurst, B. (1995). Popular Music and Society. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Maykut, P., & Morehouse, R. (1994). Beginning Qualitative Research: A 
Philosophical and Practical Guide. London: Falmer Press. 
 
Mendes-Flohr, P., & Reinharz, J. (1995). The Jew in the Modern World: A 
Documentary History. (2nd ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Mittelberg, D. (1994). The Israel Visit and Jewish Identification. New York: The 
Institute on American Jewish-Israeli Relations, The American Jewish Committee. 
 
Mittelberg, D. (1999). The Israel Connection and American Jews. London: Praeger 
Publishers. 
 
Moskowitz, N. S. (2003). Israel Education: Thinking Out of The Box. In S. Berrin 
(Ed.), Living Words V: A Source Book on Israel in a Time Of Struggle (pp. 55-70). 
New York: JFL Books. 
 
Mosse, G. L. (1990). Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars. NY: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Myerhoff, B. (1978). Number Our Days. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
 
Ofer, D. (1996). Israel. In D. S. Wyman (Ed.), The World Reacts to the Holocaust (pp. 
826-923). Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 



217 

 

 
Palgi, P. (1973a). The Socio-Cultural Expressions and Implications of Death. 
Mourning and Bereavement Arising Out of the War Situation in Israel. The Israel 
Annals of Psychiatry and Related Disciplines, 11(4), 301-329. 
 
Palgi, P. (1973b). Socio-Cultural Expressions and Implications of Death, Mourning 
and Bereavement in Israel Arising Out of the War Situation. Jerusalem: Jerusalem 
Academic Press. 
 
Palgi, P. (1975). Death of a Soldier: Socio-Cultural Expressions. In S. C. Feinstein & 
P. L. Giovachinni (Eds.), Adolescent Psychiatry: Developmental and Clinical Studies 
(Vol. 4, pp. 174-198). NY: Jason Aronson. 
 
Palmonari, A., Carugati, F., Bitti, P. E. R., & Sarchielli, G. (1984). Imperfect 
Identities: A Socio-Psychological Perspective for the Study of the Problems of 
Adolescence. In H. Tajfel (Ed.), The Social Dimension (Vol. 1, pp. 111-133). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Peri, Y. (2004). Telepopulism: Media and Politics in Israel. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press. 
 
Petronio, S., Ellemers, N., Giles, H., & Gallois, C. (1998). (Mis)communicating 
Across Boundaries: Interpersonal and Intergroup Considerations. Communication 
Research, 25 (6)(December). 
 
Pettigrew, T. F. (1998). Intergroup Contact Theory. Annual Review of Psychology, 49, 
65-85. 
 
Prell, R.-E. (2008). Against the Cultural Grain: Jewish Peoplehood in the 21st 
Century. In M. Revivi & E. Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and 
Challenge (pp. 117-128). Brighton: Academic Studies Press. 
 
Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling Alone. New York: Simon and Schuster. 
 
Rebhun, U., & Waxman, C. I. (2000). The “Americanization” of Israel: A 
Demographic, Cultural and Political Evaluation. Israel Studies, 5(1), 65-91. 
 
Redfield, R. (1955). The Little Community: Viewpoints for the Study of a Human 
Whole. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Reimer, B. (1995). Youth and Modern Lifestyles. In J. Fornas & G. Bolin (Eds.), 
Youth Culture in Late Modernity (pp. 120-143). Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage. 
 
Reimer, J. (1992). Between Parents and Principal: Social Drama in a Synagogue 
School. Contemporary Jewry, 13, 60-73. 
 
Reimer, J. (1997). Succeeding at Jewish Education: How One Synagogue Made It 
Work. Jerusalem: The Jewish Publication Society. 
 



218 

 

Revivi, M., & Kopelowitz, E. (Eds.). (2008). Jewish Peoplehood: Change and 
Challenge. Brighton: Academic Studies Press. 
 
Roe, K. (1987). The School and Music in Adolescent Society. In J. Lull (Ed.), 
Popular Music and Communication (pp. 212-230). London: Sage. 
 
Rosenak, M. (2008). The Problem of Jewish Peoplehood. In M. Revivi & E. 
Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and Challenge (pp. 12-32). Brighton: 
Academic Studies Press. 
 
Rubenstein, A. (1984). The Zionist Dream Revisited: From Herzl to Gush Emunim 
and Back. New York: Schocken Books. 
 
Rubin, N. (1986). Death Customs in a Non-Religious Kibbutz: The Use of Sacred 
Symbols in a Seculary Society. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 25(3), 
292-303. 
 
Rubin, N. (1990). Social Networks and Mourning: A Comparative Approach. Omega: 
Journal of Death and Dying, 21(2), 113-127. 
 
Rynhold, J. (2007). Israel's Foreign and Defence Policy and Diaspora Jewish Identity. 
In D. Ben-Moshe & Z. Segev (Eds.), Israel, the Diaspora and Jewish Identity (pp. 
144-157). Brighton: Sussex Academic Press. 
 
Sacks, O. (1985). The Man Who Mistook his Wife for a Hat. New York: Summit 
Books. 
 
Sacks, O. (1995). An Anthropologist on Mars: Seven Paradoxical Tales. New York: 
Knopf. 
 
Sahoo, A. K. (2002). From Diaspora to Transnational Networks: A Comparative 
Study of Gujarati, Punjabi and Telugu Diaspora. University of Hyderabad, 
Hyderabad. 
 
Sales, A. (1999). Israel Experience '98: Testing the Four-Week Option. Boston: 
Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Saxe, L., Kadushin, C., Kelner, S., Rosen, M., & Yereslove, E. (2001). The Impact of 
Birthright Israel (1). Waltham: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern 
Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Saxe, L., Kadushin, C., Kelner, S., Rosen, M., & Yereslove, E. (2002). A Mega 
Experiment in Jewish Education: The Impact of Birthright Israel (3). Waltham: 
Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Saxe, L., Kadushin, C., Pakes, J., Kelner, S., Sternberg, L., Horowitz, B., Sales, A., & 
Brodsky, A. (2000). Birthright Israel Launch Evaluation: Preliminary Findings. 
Waltham: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis 
University. 



219 

 

 
Saxe, L., Kedushin, C., Hecht, S., Rosen, M. I., Phillips, B., & Kelner, S. (2004). 
Evaluating Birthright Israel: Long Term Impact and Recent Findings. Waltham: 
Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Saxe, L., Sasson, T., & Hecht, S. (2006). Israel at War: The Impact of Peer-Oriented 
Israel Programs on Responses of American Jewish Young Adults. Waltham: 
Steinhardt Social Research Institute. 
 
Schiff, A. I. (1995). The Jewish Condition and Jewish Education: Educational Issues 
in Jewish Identity In the United States. In D. Zisenwine & D. Schers (Eds.), Making a 
Difference: Jewish Identity and Education (pp. 80-132). Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv 
University. 
 
Serkin, T. (Ed.). (2008). The Peoplehood Papers 2. Tel Aviv: Beth Hatefutsoth. 
 
Serok, E. (1994). Are Israelis and American Jews Still One? Agenda, Fall(5), 9-10. 
 
Shahar, L., & Kurz, D. (1995). Border Crossings: American Interactions with 
Israelis. Yarmouth: Intercultural Press. 
 
Shapira, A. (1997). HaShoah: Zikaron Prati V'Zikaron Tzibori (The Holocaust: 
Private Memory, Public Memory). Zmanim, 57, 4-13. 
 
Shapira, A. (2000). History, Memory and Identity. In S. A. Cohen & M. Shain (Eds.), 
Israel: Culture, Religion and Society, 1948-1998 (pp. 6-22). Cape Town: University  
of Cape Town. 
 
Shavit, U. (2000, May 26, 2000). To Serve or Not to Serve. Ha'Aretz English Edition 
Magazine, pp. 8-11. 
 
Sheffer, G. (2008). Israeli-Jewish Diaspora Relations, Peoplehood Papers 2 (pp. 28-
32). Tel Aviv: Beth Hatefutsoth. 
 
Sherif, M. (1967). Group Conflict and Cooperation. London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul. 
 
Sherif, M., & Sherif, C. W. (1969). Social Psychology. New York: Harper and Row. 
 
Shimoni, G. (1995). The Zionist Ideology. Hanover: Brandeis University Press. 
 
Simon, B. (1999). A Place in the World: Self and Social Categorization. In T. R. 
Tyler, R. M. Kramer, & O. P. John (Eds.), The Psychology of Social Self (pp. 47-69). 
Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Simon Wiesenthal Center website.  
Auschwitz-Birkenau, Museum of Tolerance Online, Retrieved 2003, from 
http://motlc.learningcenter.wiesenthal.org/pages/t003/t00315.html 
Theresienstadt, Museum of Tolerance Online, Retrieved 2003, from 



220 

 

http://motlc.learningcenter.wiesenthal.org/pages/t077/t07748.html 
 
Sivan, E. (1999). Private Pain and Public Remembrance. In J. Winter & E. Sivan 
(Eds.), War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (pp. 177-204). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Smith, E. A. (1962). American Youth Culture: Group Life in Teenage Society. New 
York: The Free Press of Glencoe. 
 
Starr, J. (1990). Kissing Through Glass. Chicago: Contemporary Books. 
 
Stephan, W. G., & Stephan, C. W. (1996). Intergroup Relations. Dubuque: Brown & 
Benchmark. 
 
Stephenson, G. M. (1981). Intergroup Bargaining and Negotiation. In J. C. Turner & 
H. Giles (Eds.), Intergroup Behavior (pp. 168-198). Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press. 
 
Stephenson, G. M. (1984). Intergroup and Interpersonal Dimensions of Bargaining 
and Negotiations. In H. Tajfel (Ed.), The Social Dimension (Vol. 2, pp. 646-667). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory 
Procedures and Techniques. London: Sage. 
 
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1994). Grounded Theory Methodology - An Overview,. In 
N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 273-
285). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
Tajfel, H. (1978). Social Categorization, Social Identity and Social Comparison, 
Differentiation Between Social Groups: Studies in the Social Psychology of 
Intergroup Relations (pp. 61-76). London: Academic Press. 
 
Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An Integrative Theory of Intergroup Conflict. In 
W. G. Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations 
(pp. 33-47). Monteray: Brooks/Cole. 
 
Taylor, D. M., & Moghadden, F. M. (1987). Theories of Intergroup Relations. New 
York: Praeger Publishers. 
 
Tobin, G. A., Streicker, J., Tobin, D., Wolf, M., & Glazer, K. (1996). An Assessment 
of the Koret Israel Teen Trip. San Francisco: Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center for 
Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University. 
 
Trigano, S. (2008). The Jewish People and the Israeli Nation. In M. Revivi & E. 
Kopelowitz (Eds.), Jewish Peoplehood: Change and Challenge (pp. 53-67). Brighton: 
Academic Studies Press. 
 



221 

 

Turner, V. (1974). Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human 
Society. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
 
Turner, V. W. (1964). Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites De Passage. 
Paper presented at the Symposium on New Approaches to the Study of Religion. 
 
UJC. (2003). The National Jewish Population Study: Strength, Challenge and 
Diversity in the American Jewish Population. New York: United Jewish 
Communities. 
 
Ukeles, J. (1994). Campus and Community: Strengthening the Identity of Jewish 
College Students. New York: American Jewish Committee. 
 
Valley, E. (2008). Jewish Peoplehood: What Does it Mean? Contact, 10(3). 
 
Vivian, J., Hewstone, M., & Brown, R. (1997). Intergroup Contact: Theoretical and 
Empirical Developments. In R. Ben-Ari & Y. Rich (Eds.), Enhancing Education in 
Heterogeneous Classrooms: Theory and Application. Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University 
Press. 
 
Waxman, C. (1989). American Aliya: Portrait of an Innovative Migration Movement. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 
 
Weiner, R. (2006). Who is a Jew? Jewish Virtual Library, Retrieved April 2006, from 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/whojew1.html 
 
Weinstein, D. (1994a). Rock: Youth and Its Music. In J. S. Epstein (Ed.), Adolescents 
and Their Music: If It’s Too Loud, You’re Too Old (pp. 3-23). New York: Garland 
Publisher. 
 
Weinstein, D. (1994b). Expendable Youth: The Rise and Fall of Youth Culture. In J. 
S. Epstein (Ed.), Adolescents and Their Music: If It’s Too Loud, You’re Too Old (pp. 
67-85). New York: Garland Publishers. 
 
Weinstein, D. (1999). Youth. In B. Horner & T. Swiss (Eds.), Key Terms in Popular 
Music and Culture (pp. 101-110). Malden: Blackwell Publishers. 
 
Weiss, M. (1997). Bereavement, Commemoration, and Collective Identity in 
Contemporary Israeli Society. Anthropological Quarterly, 70(2), 91-105. 
 
Wetherell, M. (1996). Group Conflict and the Social Psychology of Racism. In M.  
Wetherell (Ed.), Identities, Groups and Social Issues (pp. 203-214). London: Sage. 
 
Wolf, M. F., & Hoffman, E. (2004). What would be the point of doing this without 
Israelis?: Birthright Israel's Special Mifgash Grant Programs. Jerusalem: The 
Andrea and Charles Bronfman Foundations. 
 



222 

 

Wolf, M. F., & Kopelowitz, E. (2003). Israeli Staff in American Jewish Summer 
Camps: The View of the Camp Director. Jerusalem: The Department for Jewish-
Zionist Education, The Jewish Agency for Israel. 
 
Wolfsfeld, G. (1997). Media and Political Conflict: News from the Middle East. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Woocher, J. S. (1986). Sacred Survival: The Civil Religion of American Jews. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
 
Wyman, D. S. (1996a). The United States. In D. S. Wyman (Ed.), The World Reacts 
to the Holocaust (pp. 693-748). Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
Wyman, D. S. (Ed.). (1996b). The World Reacts to the Holocaust. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press. 
 
Yablonka, H. (1998a). The Formation of Holocaust Consciousness in the State of 
Israel: The Early Days. In E. Sicher (Ed.), Breaking Crystal: Writing and Memory 
after Auschwitz . Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 
 
Yablonka, H. (1998b). 50 Shanah L'Mifgash - Yisraelim V'Nitsolim B'Ra'i HaSifrut, 
HaZikaron V'HaHistoriographia (50 Years to Encounter - Israelis and Survivors as 
Seen in Literature, Memory and Historagraphy). Yalkut Moreshet, 81-103. 
 
Yadgar, Y., & Liebman, C. S. (2004). Beyond the Secular-Religious Dichotomy: 
Masortim in Israel. Paper presented at the Dynamic Belonging: Shifting Jewish 
Identities and Collective Involvements in Comparative Perspective, The Institute for 
Advanced Studies, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 
 
Young, J. A. (1993). The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning. 
New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
Young, J. E. (1990). When a Day Remembers: A Performative History of Yom ha-
Shoah. History and Memory, 2(2), 54-75. 
 
Young, J. E. (1991). Holocaust Memorials in America: The Politics of Identity. 
Survey of Jewish Affairs, 161-173. 
 
Zerubavel, Y. (1995). Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli 
National Tradition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Zuckerman, E. (2003). Global Attention Profiles, A Working Paper: First Steps 
Towards a Quantitative Approach to the Study of Media Attention. Cambridge, MA: 
The Berkman Center for Internet & Society. 
 



 

 בחינת גבולות

גילוי זהויות במפגשים בין תרבותיים במהלך 

 החוויה הישראליתתוכניות חינוכיות של 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 חיבור לשם קבלת תואר דוקטור לפילוסופיה

 מאת

  וולף. מינה פ

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 הוגש לסינט האוניברסיטה העברית בירושלים

 2007יולי 



 1 

 תקציר

מנהיגים יהודים וקובעי מדיניות מוטרדים   ,ב "ארהבראל ויהדות העולם גרה ביש מרביתכאשר , כיום

תכניות חינוכיות בישראל היוו חלק מהאמצעים , במהלך השנים. ב"יהדות ארהבין מהיחסים בין ישראל ל

פילנטרופים , יהודים אמריקנים גרם למנהיגי קהילותלבין הפער הגדל בין ישראלים . זו לטיפול בבעיה

, מפגשיםתכנית . תגליתבעיקר תכניות , מורחבות תכניות ישראלת בהשקת וממשלת ישראל לאחד כוחו

החוויה  תכניותבמהווה מרכיב מרכזי בתכניות תגלית ו ,יהודי הגולהבין תרבותי בין ישראלים ל-מפגש בין

המטרה החינוכית המרכזית של תכנית מפגשים היא לגרום לתחושת הבנה ושייכות לעם . הישראלית

 .מארץ אחרתיותר לקבוצת היהודים  ותומחויבות עמוק יצירת הבנהיחד עם , היהודי

 

ניתוח המידע מבוסס על . תרבותיים במהלך תכניות החוויה הישראלית-תזה זו מתמקדת במפגשים בין

ניתוח הנתונים . עבודת שדה אתנוגרפית עם מספר קבוצות נוער בגיל תיכון ועם קבוצות תגלית בישראל

ים יהודים אמריקנים וישראלים מתמודדים עם הזהות היהודית שלהם ועם זו מתמקד בדרכים בהן צעיר

. Jewish peoplehood))ובו בזמן יוצרים יחד תחושת שייכות ועמיות יהודית , של הקבוצה האחרת

עבודה זו . המחקר גם מתמקד בשאלה כיצד משתתפים יוצרים קשרים בינם לבין עצמם ובינם לבין ישראל

ואת הגישות או אסטרטגיות , גבולות בין משתתפי התכנית מארצות שונותבודקת את בחינת ה

 .התנהגותיות שונות הבאות לידי ביטוי על מנת להשיג מטרות רצויות

 

בני  ראש ובראשונההמשתתפים בתוכניות מפגשים הם ב, בנוסף להיותם יהודים אמריקנים וישראלים

קונטקסט רלוונטית ל ,בתרבות נוער מערבית ותםהשתתפכמו גם , מעמדם וזהותם כאנשים צעירים. נוער

צורת ההתייחסות (. E. Cohen 2000) במידה שווה לזהות היהודית והלאומית שלהם התכנית

הן תכניות החוויה , בנוסף לכך. לזהותם כבני נוער גם הם  במהלך המפגש קשורהיוההתקשרות בינ

בין  אחדמנת ל לע ים של תרבות הנוערהישראלית והן בני הנוער עצמם מסתמכים על היבטים מסוימ

גיל המשתתפים  בוחנת גם את השפעת זו תזה, לפיכך. חברי הקבוצהכמו בין תרבותיות -קבוצות בין

 .האחרשל השייכות והבנה של העצמי ותחושת בנית על  תרבות בני הנוערו

 

 מבנה התזה

 -לענות על שאלת המחקר עלים נסמשלושה פרקי תוכן , בהמשך לפרק המתווה את המתודולוגיה של התזה

. שונות ויוצרים תחושת שייכות יהודית מארצותמשתתפים מבינים קבוצות כיצד הידי התייחסות לשאלה 
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לענות  יםעיסימו ,קבוצות שונות שנבחנומתוך קטעים ספציפיים מהנתונים משמשים להמחשת ממצאים 

 .על שאלות המחקר

 

יקניים יהודים מבינים את חבריהם הישראלים במהלך מפגש פרק התוכן הראשון בוחן כיצד צעירים אמר

הפרק השני בוחן כיצד נוער . וכיצד הבנתם את האחר מתקבלת על ידי בני נוער ישראלים, ל"עם צה

בעיקר על סמך , ישראלי מפרש את הזהות האמריקנית בכלל ואת הזהות היהודית אמריקנית בפרט

פרק התוכן . ריהם האמריקניים רואים את התובנות הללווכיצד חב, מושגים וידיעות מעוצבות מראש

תרבותיות מבינות תחושת עמיות יהודית  ויוצרות אותה בתוך המסגרת -האחרון בוחן כיצד קבוצות בין

הפרק מתמקד בתקופות בהן הקבוצה הופכת משתי קבוצות . של תכנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראלית

פרקי התוכן . הקשורה דרך היסטוריה ומסורת משותפות, ת אחתבעלות רקע תרבותי שונה לקבוצה יהודי

מראים גם כיצד המשתתפים מבינים את עצמם בעודם יוצרים תובנה לגבי האחר ויוצרים זהות של עמיות 

פרקי תוכן בוחנים את תפקיד זהות בני הנוער ותרבותם המשותפת כאמצעי עיקרי לאיחוד , לבסוף. יהודית

הפרק האחרון מספק סיכום . גם כאשר הזהות הלאומית של המשתתפים מודגשת, תרבותיות-קבוצות בין

מגבלות המחקר ושאלות נוספות , דיון בנושא שיקולים חינוכיים, משמעות עבור ספרות המחקר, ממצאים

 .למחקר בעתיד

 

 ים לומדים על ישראליםנאמריק הדרך בה

,  ים על הקבוצה השניה ועל ארץ מוצאהיש למשתתפים הישראלים והאמריקנים ידע מסו, לפני המפגשים

התרשמות כללית מישראל ומישראלים בקרב בני נוער . מעט ידע על בני נוער מהקבוצה השניה, אבל לרוב

 . מכלי התקשורת ומישראלים שפגשו בקהילות שלהם, אמריקני יהודי נובעת מידע היסטורי

 

די יהדות או לימודים כללים העוסקים ים לומדים על ישראל במסגרת לימונהאמריק חלק מהסטודנטים

. פוליטיקה של האזורעל בעוד שאחרים לומדים על ישראל המודרנית ו, בגיאוגרפיה והיסטוריה של ישראל

" ינישראל המיתולוגית של החלום היהודי האמריק"מסגרות חינוכיות מסוימות חושפות את תלמידיהם ל

(Kelner et al 2000: 30) ,וחלום , גוליתכ נגד מדינות ערב השכנות הנלחם, אל כדודדימויים של ישר ובו

התיאורים של ישראל מתמקדים בפן  מרבית, בהקשר התקשורתי . גידול תפוזים ביפו או הפרחת המדבר

          טרור  מתמקדים בפיגועישהם צבאיים או  הם הדימויים מרביתכש,  הפוליטי והבטחוני של המדינה

(Wolfsfeld 1997) . גם מופיעה באופן לא פרופורציונלי בעיתונות הכתובה ישראל(Zuckerman 2003)  ,
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המשתתפים  ,כאשר הם מגיעים למפגש, לכן. (Guttman 2005)תקשורת עוינת לישראל בה  יש הרואיםש

החל על חובה הוחלקם מודעים לגיוס  ,ישראלחיים בים בדרך כלל מודעים למרכזיות של הצבא בנהאמריק

י יודע על ישראל וישראלים דרך מפגשים בקהילות ננוער יהודי אמריקבני  ,לבסוף. הצעירים בישראל

הם , ישראלים שונים לגמרי מבחינה תרבותיתחושב שי נחלק מהנוער האמריק, כתוצאה מכך. שלהם

 Shahar and Kurz) דעתניםבטוחים בעצמם ו, שחצנים, םיאגרסיבי, גסיםאנשים ישראלים כ תופסים

 בלתיסביבות חינוכיות במפגשים מסוימים המתרחשים במחנות קיץ יהודיים ו, לכךבניגוד . (1995

ת הישראלים כאנשים ולתפיסקבוצות השונות ההדמיון בין לבחינת משמשים כאמצעים , פורמליות אחרות

 ;Friedman and Zisenwine 1998; Wolf and Kopelowitz 2000) פתוחיםחברותיים ו, חמים

Moskowitz 2003  .)

 

ים זוכים לאמצעים מגוונים ללמוד על ישראלים ועל זהות נהמשתתפים האמריק, יםמיקום המפגש שלב

אינטראקציה עם הצבא משמשת  ,התרבותוב חברה הישראליתבל "בהתחשב במרכזיות של צה. ישראלית

פרק התוכן הראשון מתמקד במפגש עם הצבא במסגרת .  ככלי חינוכי מועיל בהבנת הזהות הישראלית

 .חוויות קיצוניות עם ניתוח מעמיק של ,החוויה הישראלית מפגשים שלה

 

, דיונים קבוצתיים הקשורים לנושאים מאתגרים נפשיתכיתיות מובנות ווכפעילויות ח קיצוניאני מגדירה  

. פגיעות-אילבתמימות ו הפחתהאבל גם ל, אובדן מתייחס למוות. אובדןבייחוד נושאים הקשורים ל

, תמיכה פיזיתביטוים של המתבטאות ב, ות בחוויה הישראלית מעוררות סערת רגשותפעילויות קיצוני

תגובות מיידיות או תגובות גופניות בלתי , (צעקות, שירה, אחיזת ידיים, כגון חיבוקים)ניחום או סימפטיה 

כגון )טה לשון רגשית ובובושימוש , (גבות מכווצות וצעקות, דמעות בעיניים, נשלט בלתיכגון בכי )נשלטות 

בנוסף לתגובה . (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2002)פחד או כעס , דאגה, אשמה, גועל, הטחת עלבונות

ניסיון של  כנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראלית מניבותופעמים רבות חוויות קיצוניות במסגרת ת ,הרגשית

אני מגדירה , קיצוניותוד לבניג. קבוצות הנוכחותההחוויה ביחס לזהות של  שלקוגנטיבית  הבנותביחידים 

בעזרת זאת , עם אחרים, בו עם יתר המשתתפיםם בליכזמן שהמשתתפים מ חוויות הבלתי קיצוניותאת ה

המשתתפים משתמשים בזמן של חוויות .  פנוי נםפורמלית בזמ בלתיבצורה  וגם ת ודיוניםיתכנית מובנ

 .ם הם מגיעים בחוויות הקיצוניותהשיאים הרגשיים אליהאבל ללא , קיצוניות לבניית זהות  בלתי
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  הדרך בה ישראלים לומדים אודות יהודים אמריקנים

התובנות . כמו על בני נוער אמריקני, למשתתפים הישראלים יש לרוב ידע כללי אודות אמריקנים בכלל

מקורות , ליתר דיוק. שלהם נובעות ממספר מקורות החושפים אותם לחברה האמריקנית ולתרבותה

מבקרים אמריקנים , השפעות תרבותיות אמריקניות בישראל, העיקריים הם כלי התקשורתהמידע 

 .בישראל ואינטראקציה בזמן שהייה בחוץ לארץ

 

בשנים האחרונות נוצרו ערוצי תקשורת . יתנאמצעי המרכזי לשיקוף החברה האמריקהכלי התקשורת הם 

גבולות  המשמשים מקור מידע  ובידור חוצה, "בלאקברי"מטלוויזיה ועיתונות דרך אינטרנט  ו ,חדשים

Doron 1998)) .מספקת גם זווית מסוימת לעולם על  היא, תקשורת זרה מספקת מידע נוסףלא זו בלבד ש

טלוויזיה ואינטרנט משמשים גם כערוצים לצפייה . (Wolfsfeld 1997)המזרח התיכון על ישראל ו

, שעשועונים, תחנות מוזיקה, יםנרטים אמריקלצד מבחר ס.  יתנבהיבטים שונים של התרבות האמריק

-תוחברתי ותהטלוויזיה חושפת את הישראלי הממוצע לתופע, מציאותתוכניות ו קומדיות, דרמות

או , ישראלים חווים את אמריקה גם דרך השפעות תרבותיות אמריקניות בישראל. ב"ת בארהותרבותי

 see, e.g., Azaryahu 2000; Diamond 2000; Rebhun and Waxman)" אמריקנזיצה של ישראל"ה

בישראל  " השפעה בעיקר של תרבות אמריקנית פופולרית על הקשרים תרבותיים"כ ת כאןמוגדרה, (2000

(Azaryahu 2000: 41) .המוצרים שפעאמריקנזיציה באה לידי ביטוי ב, בנוסף לכלי תקשורת אמריקנים 

 מריקנייםא מילים וביטויםהולכת וגוברת של  בלהקגם  תכולל תופעה זו. המיובאים לישראל האמריקנים

וגידול בשימוש בכרטיסי אשראי , פרבריסגנון חיים של הפופולריות של מרכזי הקניות ו, בעברית המדוברת

מטיילים וטיולים מספקים אף , לבסוף. (Rebhun and Waxman 2000) עבודה  מותקוד לבוש במקובו

,  סטודנטיםכ, דים אמריקנים  ממשיכים לבקר בישראל כתייריםיהו. הם חלון הצצה לתרבות האמריקנית

 מנגד מספר הולך וגובר של תיירים ישראלים. לארץ ועולים ,פורמליות בלתימשתתפים בתכניות חינוכיות 

את  בוחניםישראלים , בשני המקומות. ומהגרים, סטודנטים, שליחיםכ משמשים ,בצפון אמריקה מבקרים

 .כאחד לי זהות אמריקנית וכבעלי זהות יהודיתהיהודים האמריקנים כבע

 

, ל משמשות כאמצעי להבנת הזהות הישראלית"בעוד שהפרק הקודם בחן כיצד חוויות קיצוניות עם צה

הפרק הנוכחי עוסק בחוויות בלתי קיצוניות כדי לבחון כיצד ישראלים מבינים את הזהות היהודית 

עומדים לרשות המשתתפים האמריקנים על מנת להבין בניגוד למגוון הרחב של אמצעים ה. האמריקנית

מיקום המפגשים מגביל את מספר האמצעים העומדים לרשות , את הזהות הישראלית בצורה טובה יותר
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כך הישראלים מוגבלים . המשתתפים הישראלים להבנה טובה יותר של הזהות היהודית האמריקנית

ם הקבוצתיים המעטים המתמקדים ביהודים לחוויות עם המשתתפים עצמם ולמסר המועבר בדיוני

 .האמריקנים

 

 בלתייחד באמצעות מגוון חוויות מתוכננות ו בריםובזמן שמשתתפים ישראלים ואמריקנים מטיילים וח

דרך הערות  ןמגיח לסירוגי לגבי הקבוצה החברתית האחרת יחסה, מתוכננות במהלך תכניות מפגשים

בעוד שחלק מההערות . בלתי מתוכנןח ישוחסות כאן כאל מישיחות אלו , פורמליות בלתיותגובות 

-הרי שהערות אחרות משקפות תובנות חדשות שנרכשו במהלך המפגש הבין, משקפות דעות קדומות

 ונשואיכגון ציונות  ,בנוסף למספר דיונים קבוצתיים בנושאים שונים הקשורים לזהות. עצמו תרבותי

וכמו כן , ה/היחיד מבין  את הזהות הקבוצתית והאישית שלו דכיצמגלות  בלתי מתוכננותשיחות , תערובת

 .האחרת הקבוצהאת הזהות של 

 

אחת הכוונות המוצהרות של תכנית מפגשים במסגרת הישראלית היא להעניק לישראלים הזדמנות לכונן 

,  למרות אמצעים מוגבלים, הפרק הנוכחי בוחן מצבים כאשר. יחסים יותר קרובים עם יהודים אמריקנים

, במהלך תכנית המפגשים( או האם)הפרק גם בוחן כיצד . עולה דיון בנושא זהות יהודית אמריקנית

 .ישראלים משנים את התפיסות ואת הדעות הקדומות בהם החזיקו לגבי יהודים אמריקנים

 

 ישראלים ואמריקנים לומדים על השתייכות לעם היהודי

בחינת דרכי השתייכות לעם , הבנת הקבוצה השניה בעוד שהמטרה המוצהרת המרכזית של מפגשים היא 

זוהי מטרה בעלת . מטרה העיקרית של תכנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראליתההיהודי היא ככל הנראה 

ואולי אף , של נותני חסות של החוויה הישראלית, חשיבות מרכזית על סדר היום של הקהילות היהודיות

תכנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראלית , אישית-יה ביןעם דגש על אינטראקצ. של המשתתפים עצמם

משתתפים מתחילים את המפגשים . מספקת מגוון מקומות  ואמצעים כדי לבחון את נושא ההשתייכות

כשהמושג עמיות יהודית הוצג להם וקיימת רטוריקה של התרגשות לקראת המפגש עם השני וראיית 

 .ישראל דרך עיניו

 

קשור  הוא, ראשית. מושגי מפתח מספרמודרנית או עמיות מתייחס ל הרעיון של השתייכות יהודית

הנטייה של יהודים לראות עצמם כחלק "מרכיב של תודעה יהודית קולקטיבית המתארת את , משפחתיותל
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,  משפחתיות כוללת בתוכה ערבות הדדית. (Liebman and Cohen 1990: 17)" ממשפחה מורחבת

של  תפיסהעמיות מתייחס למושג ה ,שנית. כלפי יהודים אחרים עניין יחד עם תחושת, וקביעות התחייבות

ת עתידיים וליהודים בהווה ודורל, תחושה של השתייכות עמוקה לדורות קודמים" השתייכות נעלה

 Cohen (2003)זה מתייחס למה ש , ולבסוף.  (Cohen and Eisen 2000: 114)" עולםמסביב להפזורים 

 .תינרטיב קולקטיבי מי  מכנה

, היסטוריה משותפת, משותף מוצאשל  ו משפחתית התחושה של קרב: חלק מהמרכיבים המרכזיים הם

יהודים מאמינים גם שהם דומים זה לזה , במקביל. גורל  משותף, ובסופו של דבר,  איומים משותפים

 יןיתחומי עננסיבות  ו, כמו כן הם מאמינים שהם חולקים ערכים. אישיותשל בהיבטים נוספים של תרבות ו

אנחנו מחזיקים באמונות . ושונים מאחרים, אנחנו דומים", הם יכולים בקלות לומר זה לזה.  משותפים

 ןחווינו את אות, נחשפנו לאותם איומים,  דומים הזדמנויות ואתגריםבאנחנו חולקים , ורעיונות דומים

  ".ערבות הדדיתשל אחריות ו בולטת של ומרגישים כאילו אנחנו משפחה מורחבת עם תחושת, אפשרויות

(Cohen 2003: 1) 

מציין יחסים סמליים ולאו  אלא, מציאותי מורה על מצב בלתי חבהכראינו המושג מיתי , במקרה זה

 .דווקא ממשיים בין קבוצות שונות של יהודים

 

התכנית המורחבת של מפגשים מספקת מגוון חוויות קיצוניות ובלתי קיצוניות המתאימות לבחינת 

קשר ותחושת , קשר לארץ או למדינת ישראל, הכוללת התמקדות בהיסטוריה משותפת, ושת שייכותתח

חוויות קיצוניות הקשורות להשתייכות . וגם ריקודים ושירים בעברית, אחריות כלפי יהודים אחרים

הכוללות , חוויות בלתי קיצוניות. ביחוד בהקשר של השואה, יהודית ועמיות קשורות לתחושת אובדן

פעילויות חוויתיות כמו גם . מספקות גם הן אמצעי לבחינת השתייכות ועמיות, דיונים ועריכת טקסים

 .קבוצות דיון משמשות כערוץ לבחינת רעיונות אלו

 

סיכום הממצאים 

קיימות מספר רב של הזדמנויות ודרכים להבנת , תרבותיים מתרחשים בישראל-מכיוון שהמפגשים הבין

תרבותיות להתמודד עם אלמנט -ל מאפשרות לקבוצות בין"ות קיצוניות עם צהחווי. הזהות הישראלית

ולחפש עמוק יותר על מנת להבין את ישראל ואת הזהות , מרכזי של התרבות והחברה הישראלית

המפגשים מעוררים תגובות רגשיות , על סמך ההתחברות שלהם לתחושת אובדן או מוות. הישראלית

על אף העובדה . לרוב ללא סיוע מצוות המחנכים, את החוויה באופן קוגנטיבימוגברות לצד נסיונות להבין 

לעיתים קרובות מפרשים המשתתפים הישראלים והאמריקנים את , שהם משתתפים באותן התנסויות
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החוויה כמו גם הפירוש שלה מהווים גורם . בייחוד כשמדובר בקבוצות בגיל התיכון, המפגש באופן שונה

באופן . בין הקבוצות השונות בזמן שהן חוות את ההתנסויות השונות( או אי שינויים)בשינוי הגבולות 

לאחר . ניתן לומר שחוויות קיצוניות מבליטות למשתתפים את הבדלי הזהות בין הקבוצות השונות, כללי

כשקבוצה נעה לכיוון האוטובוס או . משתנה תחושת הבדלי הזהות, התנסות בחוויות קיצוניות רבות

כאשר בודדים , זהותם כבני הנוער מחליפה את הזהות הלאומית הקבוצתית בחשיבותה, ות אחרתלפעיל

 .או כאשר הם מתרועעים האחד עם השני ברמה בין אישית, וקבוצות קטנות מאזינים למוזיקה

 

החוויה הישראלית מציעה מעט מאד  ,שלא כמו האפשרות לבחינת הזהות הישראלית באופן רבגוני ועשיר

בעוד שחלק מהדיונים הקבוצתיים . לחקר משמעותי של הזהות היהודית האמריקנית מתוכננותיות הזדמנו

הרי שמרבית ההבנה , תם לנושאים מסוימיםגישב אמריקניםלבין בין ישראלים  םהבדליהחושפים את 

לגבי הזהות היהודית האמריקנית נובעת מהערות אקראיות שנאמרות תוך כדי דיונים וכאשר קבוצות 

הרבה מהנאמר משקף דעות קדומות וסטריאוטיפים לגבי . פורמלית בלתינות נפגשות בצורה קט

חלק מדעות אלו מקבלות חיזוק בעקבות התנהגות מסוימת הנצפית , אמריקנים ויהודים אמריקנים

אולם הן , הןיחולקות את ההערות האקראיות בינאינן קבוצות השונות ה, לרוב. עצמו במהלך המפגש

משמעות העדר (. ולעתים בשיחות של קבוצות קטנות בקרב האמריקנים)הישראלים  ביןיחות נשמעות בש

ושל זהות  תעצמיזהות הה ה לעומק שלהבנאין תוכניות המתמקדות בזהות היהודית האמריקנית היא ש

קבוצות נשארים מקובעים ואינם נבחנים הושהגבולות בין , (בתחום הזהות היהודית האמריקנית) האחר

 .די המשתתפיםעל י

 

, בפעילויות ובביקור באתרים, במהלך תכנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראלית משתתפות קבוצות בדיונים

אחת השיטות הקלות יותר לבנות עמיות היא התמקדות . שעוזרים ליצור תחושת שייכות יהודית ועמיות

י התמקדות בשואה או על יד. במאורעות היסטוריים קשים ופעולות זוועה שבוצעו נגד העם היהודי

-הלא" הם"ל,  היהודים" אנחנו"תרבותיות מבחינות בין ה-קבוצות רב, בהתנגדות הערבית למדינת ישראל

בשם ההשרדות , ומתגבשות בקלות סביב הצורך במדינה יהודית חזקה  ועם יהודי מאוחד ותומך,  יהודים

יצירה של  , בעיקר. ית הן מאתגרות יותרהפעילויות העוסקות בבנית תחושת שייכות יהודית חיוב. היהודית

ריטואל יהודי וביצועו המקשר פיזית בין המשתתפים ליהודים אחרים ועוזר להם ליצור זכרונות וחוויות 

מוזיקה והיבטים נוספים של , במקרים רבים. זהו אמצעי אקטיבי וחיובי לבניית עמיות. יהודיות משותפות

דיונים בנושא חווית הקבוצה וסוגיות החשובות . ייכות יהודיתתרבות הנוער מסייעים ליצירת תחושת ש
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קוגנטיבים ולרכוש תחושת עמיות יהודית -לעם היהודי מאפשרים למשתתפים לקשור קשרים רגשיים

 .משמעותית ועמוקה יותר

 

מסקנה 

 תכנית מפגשים של החוויה הישראלית מספקת מרחב והזדמנויות למשתתפים לחקור ולבחון מגוון זהויות

, משתתפי התכנית נהיים מאד מודעים לזהויות לאומיות, תרבותית-בתור קבוצה בין. אישיות וקבוצתיות

דיונים , פעילויות חוויתיות, דרך ביקורים באתרים. כמו לדרכים שונות לבניית זהות והשתייכות יהודית

בעודם בוחנים  הה השנייתפיסה של הקבוצ' בונים בני הנוער בגיל תיכון וקולג, ובזמנם הפנוי, קבוצתיים

זהות יהודית משותפת כמו . קבוצתיות-כל זאת בעזרת גישות שונות לאינטראקציות תוך, את זהותם הם

. גם תרבותם של בני נוער עוזרים לבחון את הגבולות בין הקבוצות וליצור תחושת שייכות יהודית ועמיות

ן של הקבוצות ולדרך בה חברי הקבוצה קיים קשר בין גיל המשתתפים לבין היכולת לבחינת גבולותיה

 .בונים תחושת זהות והשתייכות
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