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Course ID  K20.9601 / V55.9537 

Instructor 
Details 

Ze’ev Emmerich  

Ze200@cam.ac.uk 

Class Details Monday, 1:00-4:00PM Hall A 

Class 
Description 

Given its unique geo-political circumstances as well as its symbolic position Israel has 
attracted much attention. This is equally true of media coverage as well as more scholarly 
treatment of the Israeli-Arab or Israeli-Palestinian conflict. More often than not, Israel is 
portrayed through the lens of high politics or treated as an exotic anomaly. Whether popular 
or academic in its orientation, the study of Israeli society has thus tended to neglect everyday 
life in Israel. The course offers a unique opportunity to explore various aspects of Israeli 
culture as manifested in various sites: media, the arts, popular culture, architecture, as well as 
spatio-temporal arrangements of daily routines and practices.  

The course consists of in-class lectures and discussions and guest talks on aspects of Israeli 
politics and culture (on music, documentary cinema, literature, politics and more); visits to 
art exhibitions and observations of street life in Tel Aviv. Further activities will be 
announced at the beginning of the semester.     

Course 
Objectives 

Providing historical and analytical background to the understanding of Israeli culture(s); 
studying its relation to social phenomena and political events with the view of increasing the 
students’ understanding of cultural references and their ability to reflect on their everyday 
experiences in Israel.  

Grading and 
Assessment  

Participation 15%; Two short reading-related assignments 20%; Mid-term 20%; Final 45%. 

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component will result in failure of the class.  

Required   
Reading 

Donna Rosenthal, The Israelis: Ordinary People in an Extraordinary Land, Free Press/ 
Simon &Schuster, 2008. 

Recommended 
Reading  

 

Nurith Gertz, Myths in Israeli Culture: Captives of a Dream, Vallentine Mitchell and Co, 
2000. 

Adam LeBor, City of Oranges: An Intimate History of Arabs and Jews in Jaffa, W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2007. 

Don Handleman and Elihu Katz: “State ceremonies of Israel: Remembrance Day and 
Independence Day”, Models and Mirrors: towards an anthropology of public events, Don 
Handelman (ed.), Berghahn Book, 1998), pp 191-235. 
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Session 1 

(31 January) 

Introduction I: A Synoptic View:  Israel has been variously characterized as a settler/ 
frontier/ ethno-democratic society, at the core of which is a constant struggle over its 
collective identity, its relations to its Arab citizens and, after 1967, to the occupied territories 
and their inhabitants. In this introductory session, attention will be given to formative events 
in the history of Israel as triggers of change in Israeli society, its politics and culture.    

Reading:  

R. Cohen-Almagor: “Cultural Pluralism and the Israeli Nation-Building Ideology”, 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 27, No. 4, (Nov., 1995), pp. 461-484.  

Y. Peled, “Ethnic Democracy and the Legal Construction of Citizenship: Arab Citizens in the 
Jewish State”, American Political Science Review, 86:2 (1992). 

E. Lomsky-Feder and E. Ben-Ari (eds.), The Military and Militarism in Israeli Society, 
SUNY Press, 2000, pp 1-57. 

Session 2 

(7 February) 

Introduction II:  Cultural Production and The Everyday: this session concentrates on 
issues related to various definitions of culture and its relations to social and political 
phenomena. Particular attention will be given to various mediums through which cultures 
come into being and manifest themselves: the organization of space; linguistic innovation; 
visual culture, music production etc. – these are the ‘building-blocks’ through which 
individuals and groups negotiate their identities. Rather than a coherent whole, they produce 
a polyphony of voices. The session will present a general overview of the ways in which 
various features of Israeli culture manifest themselves in Tel Aviv (including preliminary 
remarks on its economic and cultural significance).         

Reading: 

John Storey: “Introduction”, Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: A Reader, John Storey 
(ed.), Longman (4th Edition), 2008.   

Itamar Even-Zohar: “The emergence of a native Hebrew culture in Palestine: 1882-1948, 
Studies in Zionism”, Studies in Zionism, Vol 4 (1981), 167-84. 

Erel Shalit: Within Borders and without: The Interaction between Geopolitical and Personal 
Boundaries in Israel, Political Psychology, Vol. 8(3), (September 1987).  

Moshe Shokeid: “Cultural Ethnicity in Israel: The Case of Middle Eastern Jews’ 
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Religiosity”, AJS Review, Vol. 9(2), (Autumn 1984).  

Susan Starr Sered: ”Food and holiness: cooking as a sacred act among Middle Eastern 
Jewish women”, Anthropological Quarterly 61, 1988.  

 

 

 

Session 3 

(14 February) 

Language and Literature I: The Creation of Collective Identity and the Individual:   

From its beginning in the Haskala movement, the rejuvenation of the Hebrew language has 
been conceived as having a constitutive role in the formation of Jewish nationalism and the 
creation of a new Jewish Self. In its Zionist context, the tension between Self and community 
has been intensified.  Special attention will be given to the role played by poetic expressions 
in the formation of national identity as well as the particular ways in which the theme of the 
City has been variously used by different generations of poets as a symbol of 
‘individualism’: a refusal to accept the dictates of the collective. (From Bialik and Alterman 
to Zach, Avidan and Wieseltier; the particular poems will be distributed).  

Reading: 
http://israel.poetryinternationalweb.org/piw_cms/cms/cms_module/index.php?obj_id=12. 

Tsipi Keller, Poets On The Edge: An Anthology of Contemporary Hebrew Poetry, SUNY, 
2008. 

Tamar Katriel, Talking straight: Dugri speech in Israeli Sabra culture, CUP, 1986.M.  

Michael Gluzman, The Politics of Canonicity: Lines of resistance in modernist Hebrew 
poetry, Stanford University Press, 2003, pp 1-36; 100-140. 

Aharon Kellerman: “Settlement Myths and Settlement Activity: Interrelationships in the 
Zionist Land of Israel”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, Vol. 21(2), 
(1996). 

Session 4 

(21 February) 

Literature II: Contemporary Developments:  

Meet the author: Etgar Keret a representative of the emergence of new genres of literary 
expressions and thematic concerns in the late 1980s. Rather than expressions of 
disillusionment and a search for authenticity, the works of this new generation reflect a sense 
of dissociation and fragmentation of de-centered selves in a world where grand narratives, 
Zionist or otherwise, can no longer exist.  

Reading: 

Etgar Keret (Dalya Bilu trans.): “Two Stories”, World Literature Today, Vol. 72(3), 
(Summer 1998).  
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Etgar Keret (Miriam Shlesinger trans.), “Fatso”, The Iowa Review, Vol. 32(2), (fall 2002). 

A. Mintz: “Introduction”, pp. 1-16; Y. S. Feldman: “From Feminist Romans to and Anatomy 
of Freedom”, pp. 71-113, in The Boom in Contemporary Israeli Fiction, A. Mintz (ed.), 
Brandeis University Press, 1997. 

D. A. Starr: “Re-territorializing the Dream: Orly Castel-Bloom’s Remapping of Israeli 
Identity”, Mapping Jewish Identities, L.J. Silberstein (ed.), New York University Press, 
2000, pp. 220-259.  

Session 5 

(The Exact date 
will be 
announced) 

 

 

City Vibes: Cities change their nature at night. Nicknamed “The City that Never Stops”, we 
will visit various aspects of Tel Aviv’s night life with the view of exploring, among other 
things, the socio-economic, generational as well as ethnic dimensions of different sites and 
activities. 

Take a look at the ways in which Tel Aviv’s Night Life is presented in these sites  

1.  http://www.lonelyplanet.com/israel-and-the-palestinian-territories/mediterranean-
coast/tel-aviv 

2. http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/top-10/beach-cities-photos/#/beach-
sydney-australia_21763_600x450.jpg 

3. http://www.visit-tlv.com/?CategoryID=193 

Session 6 

(28 February) 

Architecture and the Built Environment I: Utopia in the Frontier:  This session will focus on 
the role played by (modernist, especially European) architectural ideas in the shaping of 
Jewish settlement in Mandatory Palestine (e.g. The Garden City; Bauhaus; The International 
Style). Particular attention will be given to the Kibbutz, the Tower and Stockade and the 
White City as spatial manifestations of the struggle over the ideal Jewish community. This 
will be followed by a critical examination of architectural ideas and practices as exclusionary 
mechanisms of control and territorial expansion. 

Reading: 

Tovi Fester: “On Belonging and Spatial Planning in Israel” pp. 285-302, in Constructing a 
Sense of Place: Architecture and the Zionist Discourse, H. Yacobi (ed.), Ashgate, 2004. 

Barbara Mann, A Place in History: Modernism, Tel Aviv and the creation of Jewish Urban 
Space, Stanford University Press, 2006; Chps. 1,3,6. 

Session 7 

(7 March) 

Architecture and the Built Environment II: Tel Aviv-Jaffa:  

Guest speaker Dr. Tali Hatuka, a political geographer will take us on a tour to the southern 
neighbourhoods of Tel Aviv and talk about the relation between the built environment and 
social relationships.  

Reading: 

Davis Diane E., Foreword, in: Hatuka Tali, Violent Acts and Urban Space in Tel Aviv: 



 

Page 5 of 7 

Revisioning Moments, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010 

Hatuka Tali, Introduction: Political Violence and the City, in: Hatuka Tali, Violent Acts and 
Urban Space in Tel Aviv: Revisioning Moments, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010 

Yacobi Haim, 2010. ‘Let Me Go to the City’: African Asylum Seekers, Racialization and the 
Politics of Space in Israel, Journal of Refugee Studies 23 (4), December. 

  

 

Session 8 

(14 March) 

The Visual Arts I: “Here” and “There”: Israeli Art between the Mediterranean and Diaspora  

Guest speaker the artist Dr. Ayelet Zohar will survey major trends and directions taken by 
Israeli visual artists, enquiring into several issues concerning the problem of identity in an 
age of immigration. Subjects discussed will consider the romantic and Orientalist attitudes 
towards the Arab population of Palestine in the 1920s; the material qualities of the new 
‘homeland’ – from its bright light to the impoverished material culture; the idealized 
modesty and socialism of the 1950s-60s; the tensions between Holy Jerusalem and Secular 
Tel Aviv as a main theme in Israeli culture; provincial life vs. the big art centers in Paris, 
London and NYC; the cult of the Sabra. Her talk also addresses the cultural and political 
significance of the split from Judaism and diasporic Jews as expressed in the works of 
Canaanite artists; expressions of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in the visual field; works by 
Israeli-Palestinian artists who react to Zionist conventions, placing a reversed mirror and a 
critique of the Zionist project from their position. 

Reading: 

Breitberg-Semel, Sarah (1986). ‘”As It Is Near You”: The Want of Matter as a Quality in 
Israeli Art’, Tel Aviv Museum of Art, Exhibition Catalogue, 1986.  

Sarit Shapira:. “Waymarks: Local Moves' and 'Voyages', Routes of Wandering: Nomadism, 
Voyages and Transitions in Contemporary Israeli Art, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 1991, 
pp. 212-219; 235-245.  

Amal Jamal: “The Struggle for Time and the Power of Temporariness: Jews and Palestinians 
in the Labyrinth of History”, Men in the Sun, Ben Zvi, Tal and Hannah Farah kufur Birim 
(eds.), Exh. Cat., Herzeliya: Herzeliya Museum of Contemporary Art, 2009, E/08-E/23. 

Background: 

Dalia Manor, Art in Zion: The Genesis of Modern National Art in Jewish Palestine, 
RoutladgeCurzon, 2005; esp.: Part III: pp 107-183. 

Session 9 

(28 March) 

The Visual Arts II:  Cultural specificity and Globalization:   

Meet the artist: A visit to the studio of the sculptor and multi-media artist, Uri Katzenstein.  
Presenting his works, including work in progress, Uri will discuss issues concerning artistic 
production, the processes involved in the artistic materialization of abstract ideas, as well as 
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the relations between the local Israeli scene and global trends.  

http://www.digitalartlab.org.il/ArchiveVideo.asp?is_submit=1&id=223 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4JkO1Hw8ZP0&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZUNLgCINWg&feature=related 

 

 

Session 10 

(4 April) 

Cinema I:  Self, Other and War in Israeli Cinema: This session will be dedicated to an 
investigation of representations of ‘Israeliness’ and its relations to ‘Othersness’. Special 
attention will be given to representations of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict and the ways in 
which this conflict of implicates, directly or indirectly, representations of subject-positions, 
regardless of whether these positions are depicted in national, ethnic or gendered terms. The 
films that will set the scene for the discussion in class:  I. As if Nothing Happened, a 
television docudrama (Ayelet Bargur); II. Jerusalem Moments 2009: Seven short 
documentary films by seven young Palestinian and Israeli directors; III. Aajami, an action 
movie depicting life in Jaffa  (Scandar Copti & Yaron Shani); IV: Waltz with Bashir, (Ari 
Fulman).            

Reading: 

O. Lubin: “Preface”, pp. 96-99; J. Ne’eman: “The Death Mask of the Moderns: A Genealogy 
of New Sensibility Cinema in Israel”, pp. 100-128, in Film in Israeli Society, O. Lubin (ed.), 
special edition, Israeli Studies (Spring 1999, V. 4, N.1) 

Ella Shohat, Israeli Cinema: East/West and the politics of representation, Macmillan,1989. 

Session 11 

(11 April) 

Cinema II:  Documenting Israel:  

Meet the film director Mor Loushy, who will talk about ethical dilemmas and challenges in 
the process of making documentary films: the subtle relations between empathy and 
criticism; the interplay between cultural specifity and general message; representation and 
reality etc. These issues will be discussed in relation to her controversial documentary Israel 
Ltd., which addresses issues such as the ways in which Israelis understand themselves, 
represent themselves to others, as well as their attitudes towards minority cultures, within the 
context of the Israeli-Arab conflict.  

Reading: 

Raya Morag: The Living Body and the Corpse: Israeli Documentary Cinema and the 
Intifadah, Journal of Film and Video, Vol. 60(3-4), (Fall/Winter 2008). 

Session 12 

(The exact date 
will be 

Music I: From the Invention of Israeli Folk to Rock and Role in the Orient:  

Guest speaker, the cultural sociologist Prof. Moti Regev, author of Popular Music and 
National Culture in Israel.  The session we will focus on Shiray Eretz Israel (The songs of 
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announced) the Land of Israel) and Shiray Milchamot (Songs of War) as playing a central role in the 
shaping of the Zionist ethos and the formation of ‘Israeliness’, their emphasis of Heroism, 
Halutziut (pioneering) and Hahavat Hamoledet (Love of the Homeland). Attention will be 
given to literary and musical representations of the ‘Orient’ as well as the history of Musica 
Mizrchit (The music of the ‘Mizrachim’) as struggle for recognition as well as the 
appearance of Rock & Role in the mid-1960s as a ‘working class’ phenomena – a youth 
culture comprised mainly of Mizrachi and Ma’abarot children. 

 

Reading: 

 M. Regev and E Seorussi: Popular Music and National Culture in Israel, University of 
California Press, 2004; pp. 1-48; 137-263.   

Galit Saada-Ophir: “Borderland Pop: Arab Jewish Musicians and the Politics of 
Performance”, Cultural Anthropology, 21(2), 2006, pp 205-233.  

Jehoash Hirschberg: Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine 1880-1948: a social 
history, OUP, 1996, pp. 78-92; 146-156; 204-223; 241-255. 

Session 13 Music II: Empire of Trance: Escapism and Globalization: Rock & Roll and Musica Mizrachit 
represent a major shift in Israeli culture and a move away from a symbolic order at the centre 
of which is the Halutz (the Pioneer) towards expressions of individualism and daily 
happenings. Again, the mundane is represented as an antidote to the collectivist-nationalistic 
ethos. Within the Israeli context, however, the quest for “normality” stands in marked 
contrast to the intensity of political life, constituting a form of escapism. This feature will be 
discussed following the emergence of club culture and new musical styles in Israel from the 
1980s up to the present.  

Reading: 

Sa’ida Sultan: “Danna International: transgender pop and polysemiotics of sex, nation, and 
ethnicity on the Israeli-Egyptian border”, Mass mediations: new approaches to popular 
culture in the Middle East and beyond,  Walter Armbrust (ed.), (2000) 

Chaim Noy and Erik Cohen (eds.), Israeli Backpackers: From Tourism to Rite of Passage, 
SUNY Press, 2005; Introduction, pp 1-37; Chapter 1 (Ayelet Shira Haviv), pp 45-83. 

Session 14 Workshop: Guidance for the preparation of the final essay and closing remarks  

Final Essay Final essay (3000 words):  The precise nature of the essay will be discussed in class 

 


