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I 

n the year marking the 100th 
anniversary of the Balfour 
Declaration, a milestone on 
the road to the establishment 
of the state of Israel, British 

schoolchildren are no longer study-
ing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
that it precipitated.

Of the five exam boards for Eng-
land, Wales and Northern Ireland, 
three have removed Israel-Palestine 
from their General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) syl-
labus since 2014. The Council for 
the Curriculum, Examination and 
Assessment said only one school 
out of 170 chose Israel-Palestine as 
a GCSE option.

“I suspect that many teach-
ers feel uncomfortable teaching a 
topic in which they would have to 
play the role of arbiter in between 
two conflicting versions. Trying to 
take a stand on the middle ground 
when there is no middle ground is 
a precarious position,” said history 
teacher Michael Davies.

“Exam boards say they’ve 
dropped it because schools don’t 
choose it as a topic. Schools say 
they don’t teach it because there 
are very few textbook resources and 
publishers don’t make the resource 
because there isn’t the demand. It’s 
a vicious cycle.”

Parallel Histories, which was 

founded by Davies and bills itself 
as a ground-breaking interactive 
learning resource for students and 
teachers alike, aims to break that 
cycle, and reintroduce the study of 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in 
Britain’s schools. “The history of 
Israel and Palestine is fascinating in 
its own right. It illustrates so many 
big ideas, the power of religious 
belief, imperialism, nationalism 
and racism in its various formats,” 
Davies said.

“It’s a great opportunity to teach 
students the critical and analytical 
skills they need to evaluate the rela-
tive weight of competing evidence, 
as well as develop an appetite to en-
gage with very different interpreta-
tions [of history]. I think those skills 
help to make young people better 
citizens,” he added.

Parallel Histories aims to equally 
and equitably present both sides of 
this divisive subject through inter-
active videos exploring alternative 
interpretations of the history of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

“When I’ve surveyed students 
about their preferred learning 
methods, interactive video beats 
everything else — podcasts, TV 
documentaries, popular history 
books and particularly textbooks. 
This technology takes teachers out 
of the firing line and allows them 
to facilitate classroom analysis and 
discussion of the two competing 
narratives,” he said.

The project’s interactive videos 
span three periods: 1914-22, 1929 
and the Great Arab Revolt 1936-39. 
The next three videos will look at 
the first intifada, the story of Gilad 
Shalit and Palestinian prisoners in 
Israeli jails, and the six-day war. 
There are plans in the works to tack-
le the war of independence/naqba, 
the Oslo Accords and the 2000 

Camp David negotiations. Davies 
also plans to develop the interactiv-
ity so that there are virtual rewards 
for those who explore both sides.

The project has researchers in 
Britain, the United States, the Pal-
estinian territories and Israel whose 
job it is to present both sides of the 
subject. “I believe there is a lot of 
misunderstanding today regarding 
the conflict; people construct their 
opinions based on emotions and 
personal connections, without fully 
comprehending the complexities or 
historic influences,” said Israeli re-
searcher Noa Shusterman.

A graduate student in New York 
University’s international relations 
programme and a Fulbright scholar, 
Shusterman praised the Parallel 
Histories approach of showing both 
sides of the story. “Learning about 
the history of the conflict from both 
narratives can provide students 
with a well-rounded perspective, 
helping them distinguish between 
facts and myths and also under-

stand better the role of narratives,” 
she said.

Parallel Histories is being piloted 
in two Lancaster schools but there 
are plans to expand. Davies said 
he has received positive feedback 
from educational publishers but 
ultimately the decision must come 
from schools and exam boards.

“My plan is to generate buzz 
about Parallel Histories from the 
grass roots upward,” he said. “If 
teachers and students in the class-
room use it and like it, that will cre-
ate a demand for the subject to be 
taught more widely as part of GCSE 
and A level.”

There are also plans to translate 
the videos into Arabic and Hebrew 
so they can be made available to 
students in the occupied territories 
and Israel so that the inheritors of 
the conflict can study it for them-
selves.

“It’s an area of the world where 
the history is completely lived and 
breathed. Sometimes you get the 

feeling talking to people who live 
there that the past is more alive to 
them than the present… and that 
for a history teacher is magic,” he 
said.

“Looking beyond that, I can see 
that Parallel Histories model is a 
good way to teach the history of 
any conflict while it’s still going on. 
The partition of India and Pakistan 
would be a good challenge… I’d also 
like to have a look at a parallel his-
tory of race relations in the US, too, 
and maybe the Iran/Iraq war, as part 
of the Sunni/Shia divide.”

As for the Palestine-Israel con-
flict, it is something that must be 
studied as part of history but it is 
also something that is lived and 
breathed today, Davies said, add-
ing: “The last time I visited the mar-
ket in Nablus and told a stall holder 
I was British, he wagged his finger 
and said: ‘What about Balfour?’”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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A 

hunger strike by Pales-
tinians in Israeli jails has 
put the spotlight on pris-
on conditions and high-
lights political tensions 

in the Occupied Territories.
Around 1,500 Palestinian prison-

ers have joined a hunger strike that 
began on April 17, led by Fatah lead-
er Marwan Barghouti.

“Having spent the last 15 years in 
an Israeli prison, I have been both 
a witness to and a victim of Israel’s 
illegal system of mass arbitrary ar-
rests and ill-treatment of Palestin-
ian prisoners,” Barghouti wrote in 
a New York Times opinion piece. 
“After exhausting all other options, 
I decided there was no choice but 
to resist these abuses by going on a 
hunger strike.”

Barghouti is serving five life sen-
tences for his role in the 2000-05 
uprising known as the second inti-
fada.

There are almost 6,500 Palestin-
ians in 22 Israeli jails, said Qadoura 
Fares, head of the Palestinian Pris-
oners’ Club. The prisoners include 
62 women and 300 minors. Approx-
imately 500 people are held with-
out charge, said Issa Qaraqe, head 
of detainees’ affairs for the Pales-
tinian Authority.

Hunger strikers’ demands in-
clude halting detention without 
trial, ending solitary confinement, 
having access to better medical 
treatment as well as more contact 
with their families.

Israeli authorities have refused 

to negotiate with the hunger strik-
ers. Public Security Minister Gilad 
Erdan, speaking on Israeli Army Ra-
dio, said they were “terrorists and 
incarcerated murderers who are 
getting what they deserve.” Israeli 
authorities “would not hesitate to 
implement the law which author-
ises the force-feeding of detainees,” 
Agence France-Presse (AFP) quoted 
Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked as 
saying.

“While Israeli officials are bullish 
now, the track record suggests that, 
should the hunger strike reach a 
critical stage — and if there is suffi-
cient pressure from various sources 
— there will be a compromise on 
the prisoners’ demands,” said Ben 
White, a writer specialising in the 
Palestinian territories and Israel.

The major Palestinian factions, 

including rivals Hamas and Fatah, 
have expressed strong support for 
the hunger strike. Qaraqe warned 
that, if prisoners die, “that could 
lead to a new intifada,” AFP said.

It is unclear how long the show of 
unity can last. “Cross-factional sup-
port for the hunger strike reflects 
the significance of the issue more 
generally but cannot, by itself, re-
solve or even mask the more fun-
damental divisions afflicting the in-
ternal Palestinian area,” White said.

Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas called on “the in-
ternational community to save the 
lives of the Palestinian prisoners 
in Israeli jails.” The United Nations 
said it was following the situation 
closely.

Palestinian officials have report-
edly asked the International Crimi-

nal Court to examine how Israel 
imprisons Palestinians. “Countries 
that have signed international ac-
cords must not allow the occupier 
to be above the law,” Palestinian 
lawmaker Khalida Jarrar told AFP.

A number of Israelis outside a 
prison taunted the hunger-striking 
prisoners by barbecuing.

Israeli columnist Amira Hass 
said the message of the strike was 
twofold; concerning the prisoners 
themselves and Palestinians out-
side jail who still feel imprisoned.

“It’s about basic human rights 
that even prisoners, even prisoners 
who are members of the other na-
tion, deserve… What the prisoners 
are trying to say to the Israel Prison 
Service and the Israeli public is that 
both sides have an interest in the 
prisons maintaining a level of de-
cency,” she wrote in the Israeli daily 
Haaretz.

“But beyond the regular prisons, 
Israel has created and continues 
to create all kinds of other means 
of imprisoning Palestinians… Thus 
the experience of imprisonment, 
whether in a formal prison or an-
other kind, is shared by all Palestin-
ians… the hunger strike is a means 
of liberation from the destructive ef-
fect of the multiple prison cells on 
the outside,” she said.

Some observers said the hunger 
strikes were politically motivated 
and mainly directed against Abbas.

“It appears that the background 
to the strike has to do with intra-
Palestinian power struggles as 
much as it has to do with the strug-
gle against Israel,” wrote Amos 
Harel in Haaretz.

“The media attention from a pro-
longed strike will serve (Barghouti) 

in his moves vis-à-vis the Palestin-
ian Authority leadership, which is 
officially supporting the strike but 
in actuality is concerned about any 
outcome that could advance the 
standing of the imprisoned leader, 
who is not especially liked by Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas and his peo-
ple,” he added.

In an opinion article published 
on the website of the Gatestone 
Institute, a New York think-tank, 
Bassam Tawil wrote: “Palestinians 
have an old habit of settling inter-
nal scores by diverting their griev-
ances and violence towards Israel.”

Palestinian commentators, how-
ever, dismissed this narrative as 
Israeli propaganda, saying that Tel 
Aviv is trying to deflect attention 
from its policies by claiming the 
strike is about internal Fatah poli-
tics.

“Marwan Barghouti is already 
the most popular Palestinian leader 
and he knows that he has little hope 
of getting out of prison soon, so he 
has no personal motive,” said Iyad 
Barakat, a Palestinian writer in Lon-
don.

“Barghouti has put the spotlight 
on the ills of occupation, remind-
ing the world that Israel is directly 
responsible for what is happen-
ing to the Palestinians. This move 
will help, not hinder, Abbas as he 
meets US President Donald Trump 
in May.”
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Ground-breaking resource. Michael Davies (seen on screen) working in conjunction with a team of 
students from New York University, Hebrew University, An-Najah, Oxford, Tulane, SOAS and with 
TouchCast and a British foundation to create Parallel Histories.              (Lancaster Royal Grammar School)

Prison and politics. Palestinians hold pictures of relatives in 
Israeli jails during a rally marking Palestinian Prisoner Day in 
Nablus, on April 16.               (Reuters)
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