
 
 
[Sacred Cows] Chapter 82: Between Gaza and Berlin, Refusing to Be 
Enemies – Lessons Professor Daniel Bar-Tal Learned from His 
Daughter on the Impact of the 'Death Marches' to Auschwitz on the 
Israeli Psyche. 
 
11 March 2024 
 
By Yizhar Be’er 
 
Translated by Galia Bar-On 
 
Daniel Bar-Tal is a Professor Emeritus at Tel Aviv University, specializing in the 
psychological aspects of intractable ethnic conflicts and their relation to 
reconciliation and peace processes. He has authored or edited over 25 books and 
published over 250 articles on these subjects. He served as President of the 
International Society of Political Psychology and has received international 
awards for his scientific work. 
 
Despite this, his groundbreaking research receives little attention in Israel. He 
finds most of his professional recognition and interest abroad, where his books 
are translated into many languages and he is frequently invited to speak about 
them. 

His latest book, published in Hebrew in 2022 (co-authored with Professor Amiram 
Raviv), analyzes the psycho-social aspects of Jewish society in Israel. Titled The 
Comfort Zone of a Society in Conflict, it was published by Steimatzky and the 
Bialik Institute. 

According to his research, one of the main barriers to peace and reconciliation in 
our region is related to the perpetuation of Holocaust education in Israel. In a 



recent academic article co-authored with his daughter, Galia, who traveled to the 
death camps in Poland with her school as a witness to the "death march," they 
analyzed the impact of Holocaust education on Israeli public perceptions of the 
conflict. 

When I asked him if he was surprised by the extensive use of Holocaust imagery 
in the public sphere since October 7, he responded that he was not surprised at 
all. 

I also spoke with his daughter, Galia, who recently completed her military service. 
She eloquently described the impact of youth trips to the death camps on young 
minds. 

This conversation with the father and his daughter, the second and third 
generation of Holocaust survivors, addresses our central national trauma, which 
directs the Israeli psyche to focus on its fears and lessons learned and perhaps 
even shape its future. 

This chapter complements and extends the previous chapter titled “I Feel Like I’m 
Going to Auschwitz to Kill Nazis – Said the Paratroopers on Their Way to Gaza.” 

Watch, listen, read, judge, and share! 
 

*** 
 



 
Professor Daniel Bar-tal (left) with Yizhar Be'er 

 
Professor Daniel Bar-Tal, Shalom 
 
Bar-Tal: Shalom, Yizhar 
 
About fifty years ago, Amos Elon diagnosed the impact of the Holocaust on 
Israeli society as follows: “The Holocaust remains a basic trauma of Israeli 
society. Its impact on the nation-building process cannot be overstated…” Is this 
description still valid today? 
 
Bar-Tal: Absolutely. You take a whole cohort of high school students, around 30,000 
teenagers, and send them on what is called the “Death March,” through Treblinka, 
Majdanek, Auschwitz, and so on, and most of the schools participate in it, about 60% or 
70% of Israel’s schools, in the same manner with marches, flags, and recurring 
ceremonies—the message is that the Israeli army will prevent the next Holocaust, that 
the Holocaust is a unique event unlike any other genocide, and it is linked to the 



conflict… You can understand that they are trying to perpetuate this trauma, even for 
future generations. The Holocaust is taught even in kindergartens… 
 
In your research, you explain how Israeli society and the establishment have 
developed mechanisms to preserve the Holocaust legacy for national purposes. 
How does the Holocaust shape our attitude toward the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict? 
 
Bar-Tal: You are essentially asking what the functions of being a Holocaust victim are. 
What role does it play? 
 
Being a victim provides empowering content. For example, what is called 'moral 
exclusion.' That is, if I feel like a victim, I can allow myself to be immoral in my actions… 
 
So, because I am a victim, I can permit myself to be less moral… 
 
Bar-Tal: Exactly. This is called ‘moral entitlement.’ Because you were a victim, you 
have permission to act immorally toward another group. This also relates to what is 
called 'moral silencing,' which tells different nations that criticize Israel’s actions, 'You 
should be silent because, during the Holocaust, you did not intervene and you allowed 
the horrific genocide of six million, so today you have no right to speak.' 
 
Does this, among other things, help explain the broad public support for the 
harsh actions of the IDF in Gaza today? 
 
Bar-Tal: Almost all military operations in Gaza over the years receive the support of 
about 88%-90% of the public. 
 
On what basis do you say this? 
 
Bar-Tal: These were the exact questions we asked in surveys: Who is to blame, 
whether to continue these activities, and other types of questions like these. I track all 
the surveys on the subject, which I call ‘the bread and butter of the researcher’… 
 
But where do you draw the line? Or is it even possible to draw a line and 
understand the driving factor? Is it because of what they did to us on October 7, 
the terrible and brutal massacre, or is it also related to the perception of 
victimhood stemming from the legacy of the Holocaust? 
 



Bar-Tal: I conducted such a study in 2014. We asked a sample of the public about the 
types of the Holocaust that influence the evaluation of a specific military action. We 
found three layers; the first, the largest and most inclusive, was the Holocaust itself and 
the events that happened to us in the diaspora. The second layer was the victimhood 
related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
 
For example, I analyzed all of Netanyahu’s speeches. This is very prominent in his 
speeches. Security is the most important theme in all his speeches. He presents the 
situation as a lack of security stemming from anti-Semitism, the Holocaust, and such 
events. Then he presents himself as the man responsible for our security, who can 
bring security to the people of Israel… 
 
Can you see a similar situation with other nations that have not experienced a 
Holocaust facing a brutal attack by an enemy that massacred its civilians? 
 
Bar-Tal: I take as an example people who constantly feel like victims because of their 
history. Take the Poles, for instance, because they lived between two entities, one 
Russian and one Prussian, or German. Poland’s history from medieval times in the 13th 
century to the present is that of a victim of these two countries. Therefore, this sense of 
victimhood is very ingrained in their ethos. 
 
In Serbia, there is also a sense of victimhood, as a Christian nation on the periphery of 
Europe that had to continuously fend off attacks from Muslims, primarily from the Turks. 
Milošević exploited it in 1989, during his famous meeting with the Serbian people (about 
a million people waited for him in the Kosovo field). In his speech, he linked the reality of 
1989 with a battle that occurred 700 years earlier against the Turks. 
 
You mentioned that state institutions misuse the Holocaust to build a 
consciousness that serves the political goals of the Israeli leadership. In what 
way? 
 
Bar-Tal: First of all, the glorification of the IDF, which is said to protect us and the duty 
to enlist, and then the famous flyover of four planes over Auschwitz which was a clear 
symbol of that. It shows that if we were in the situation today with the IDF, such a thing 
wouldn’t have happened. On October 7, this belief was almost entirely shattered, as 
people waited for the IDF for nearly a whole day. Indeed. During the Holocaust, we 
didn’t have an army, and here we had an army but it wasn’t mobilized and didn’t reach 
the kibbutzim… 
 
Reality responded… 



 
Bar-Tal: Yes… 
 
Do you see a difference between the political use of Holocaust terminology and 
victimhood by the current government or Netanyahu’s governments compared to 
previous governments? 
 
Bar-Tal: Almost all Prime Ministers have used Holocaust images on Holocaust 
Remembrance Day. Even Rabin spoke about a possible repeat of the Holocaust 
because it was not limited by time or place. So, the theme itself was not created by 
Netanyahu. Even Golda used it, for example, in her famous speech when she said, ‘We 
are the generation of Treblinka.’ 
 
Labor Party leaders and Ben-Gurion also used it more than once. So, Netanyahu is not 
doing anything new when he uses the Holocaust as a central component of our identity 
and ethos. 
 
Professor Daniel Bar-Tal, you argued in your research that the Holocaust also 
serves as a component in justifying the violence that the state engages in against 
other forces, such as Iran and in the south… 
 
Bar-Tal: This is what is called ‘moral entitlement.’ It takes into account our victimhood 
and says, we actively prevent another Holocaust. That’s the rationale. Security is a 
psychological concept: You create a state of insecurity, and Netanyahu is a master of 
this portrayal, and then, in a state of threat, society becomes more obedient (compliant), 
as a society with more authoritarian tendencies… 
 
You collaborated on an outstanding article with your daughter, Galia, about youth 
trips to Poland. How would you summarize the impact of these visits to the death 
camps on young people? 
 
Bar-Tal: These trips reinforce the narrative of the conflict that I developed. It includes 
eight themes, among them is ‘The Righteousness of the Path,’ an idea that will later 
expand to the concept of Greater Israel. Others are ‘The Security Situation,’ 
‘Victimhood,’ and ‘Patriotism’. As you hear today, there are speeches, especially by 
parents from the religious Zionist community, who are proud of the sacrifice… These 
ideas certainly serve to perpetuate the conflict with the Palestinians and the Arabs. 
 
What does this do to the young psyche preparing to enlist in the army? 
 



Bar-Tal: The young psyche becomes committed to sacrifice. Today’s soldiers are the 
ones who went through these trips, and you can see the difference between reservists, 
who have undergone such maturation and ask a few questions, and regular army 
soldiers [who don’t ask questions]. 
 
Do you mean that younger soldiers are more militant because they remember the 
trip to the camps better? 
 
Bar-Tal: Exactly. The education system has also changed significantly since the 1990s 
when Amnon Rubinstein tried to introduce peace education, which ceased with the 
assassination of Rabin. Who has headed the education system since then? Saar, 
Bennett, Shasha-Biton, Rafi Peretz… All were right-wingers, and nationalist ministers 
who were concerned with fostering this consciousness of Greater Israel. 
 
[A knock on the door. Galia, Daniel Bar-Tal's daughter, enters.] 
 
Is this your daughter who went on the trip to the camps in Poland? 
 
Daniel Bar-Tal: Yes. That’s my daughter. 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: Hi, Shalom.  
 
I read your joint article with great interest… 
 
Daniel Bar-Tal: She didn’t want to go there, but I convinced her she needed to witness 
such a trip. She went to see what a secular school in Ramat Hasharon does with it. 
 
A few days later, I spoke with Galia via Zoom. Galia Bar-Tal, 20, completed her 
military service recently. She shared that she plans to travel to Berlin soon as a 
way to deal with the family’s Holocaust trauma. 
 
You describe the trip’s itinerary, or what you call the ‘death motif’ that 
characterized this trip… 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: According to the trip’s route, the Ministry of Education requires visiting at 
least one or two camps. The rest can be planned according to each school’s 
considerations. It’s not that according to the school’s considerations, you must visit 
Majdanek, Auschwitz, and Treblinka, but that’s how most trips are structured. I don’t say 
that a fun day in Warsaw is necessary, but the question is how it is framed. I think that if 
the purpose of the trip is to show the horror–and there are elements of Holocaust porn 



there–I don’t think showing hair is the best way to illustrate the magnitude of the horror, 
especially in Majdanek, where it was chillingly preserved. 
 
I think the focus is primarily on showing as much suffering and death as possible. I also 
question where the discussion is about the Holocaust’s great message. I mean, what is 
the lesson? Ultimately, I think we need to juxtapose death with life. To understand the 
scale of the destruction we need to understand the lives that were lived there. After all, 
the Jewish communities were so vibrant and lively. 
 
I think about my grandmother who was Polish. She studied Polish literature and sat in 
cafes in Warsaw. And I wonder to myself, what is the logic of just going to a death camp 
when everyone feels grief and mourning? It immediately stirs anger, sadness, and so 
many other emotions that students arrive at certain conclusions: ‘Let’s enlist in the army 
and fight so that this doesn’t happen to us ever again.’ This is mentioned a lot. And the 
ceremonies. We are at the Jewish Museum in Warsaw sitting by Rapaport’s “Monument 
to the Ghetto Heroes” and conducting a ceremony full of pathos. I can connect with that 
emotion, but sometimes I felt it was a little detached from reality. 
 
Why is it a problem if such a trip connects young people to a sense of national 
belonging, and motivates them to participate in national and military service? 
What is wrong or problematic about it for you? 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: It creates a victim mentality that is used as a tool, so to speak, to 
prepare us to perform immoral acts. Today, the Holocaust is used as a political tool. I 
don’t think it’s a coincidence that every leader who visits Israel is immediately taken to 
Yad Vashem. I say this as a third generation of Holocaust survivors, and I say it with 
pain because I believe the Holocaust is a subject of utmost importance and must be 
taught in a very profound way. But when it is used to deepen people’s fears and 
hatred… it turns into nationalism. It immediately connects the Holocaust to the idea of 
building a strong army and fighting all our enemies to the death. 
 
My grandmother, who was a survivor, would be horrified to see this connection. I don’t 
think there’s anything wrong with creating a sense of belonging, but the question is what 
kind of belonging and why we wallow in pain and victimhood. How can we heal if we 
continue to wallow in this pain over and over again, and evoke more tears? There are 
no words that can describe this evil, but the question is also what to do with this pain 
and if it is linked to violence, and generates more violence, then what is the lesson? 
 
What would you correct or change if you could influence how these things are 
done? 



 
Galia Bar-Tal: We need to provide the broader context of World War II to understand 
the meaning of this trip. I’m not even sure that the trip to Poland is necessary. We can 
teach it in Israel by designing a profound educational process, and I believe some 
schools choose this approach. But if, for example, the trip to Poland does take place, I 
think it shouldn’t be based on visiting a death camp and then another death camp. I 
think it should show life. We should also include meetings with Poles and Germans and 
create a dialogue. I think the trip should be refined, maybe even shortened, and include 
more content that is focused on meetings and deep discussions, instead of quickly 
running from one place to another: Here’s the bus, now we are in Majdanek, Auschwitz, 
we cry, we hear a song… 
 
 
We need to conceptualize these trips in a broad educational and historical context: what 
do we want the students to take away from it? I would arrange for Israeli youths to meet 
with Germans and Poles and talk about the Holocaust. These are difficult 
conversations, but they must take place, especially to give Israelis a new perspective, 
and also to Germans and Poles.  
 
It’s not that it’s not important to be in the death camps, but it’s not something that can 
make people return to Israel and think about the Holocaust in a deep historical sense, 
and about morality and the human spirit. Some students took it that way, but this was 
not part of the plan. 
 
Where did you get this exceptional critical perspective? Were there other 
students with similar views? 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: Maybe my critical perspective is unusual, but I’ve always been like that. 
Two other students shared similar feelings. But I felt it the strongest as if I was 
observing it from the outside. 
 
Where did you acquire this ability? 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: I think it’s because my father instilled a critical mindset in me. When we 
live inside an ethos and a narrative it’s hard to look at it from the outside. Because when 
my father deals with it, he breaks it into smaller components and always explains it to 
me. I felt that I could deconstruct this ethos. 
 
Why are you choosing to go to Berlin now? 
 



Galia Bar-Tal: It’s the biggest irony, isn’t it? We live in a country that is always at war, 
and Berlin, despite the anti-Semitism and the things happening in Europe right now, is a 
country I see as an example of post-war. Some kind of growth out of pain. They have 
made the journey. I’m interested in connecting with that, and as a Jew, seeing the 
Jewish community there. 
 
Is this some type of reconciliation process? 
 
Galia Bar-Tal: Yes, I think that even though the AfD (the right-wing Alternative for 
Germany party) has been gaining strength recently in Germany, which is part of a 
broader trend in Europe and the United States of a growing fascist, far-right 
movements, there is indeed a process of growth out of pain in Germany that I want to 
see up close, understand, and feel. 
 
Talking to Germans, talking to people from all over the world, I feel I need this bit of 
fresh air to understand how one grows from this pain. Because it seems so impossible... 
and maybe it gives me a bit of hope. On the other hand, it’s very confusing. It occupies 
me a lot–the Holocaust–how we view it from within our society. Because I’m very family-
oriented, and my grandmother’s sister, Halina, fought in the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising 
and was killed when she went out to fight against the Nazis. She was active in 
HaShomer HaTzair movement.  
 
[HaShomer HaTzair–The Young Guard–was established in 1913. It is a socialist zionist 
youth movement focused on social justice, community service, and leadership. g.b] 
 
I hope we can view the Holocaust in a way that helps us grow more. It’s something I 
think about almost weekly. I’m not joking. Yes, because this pain occupies me, and 
because I know a lot about our family story. There’s a whole page at Yad Vashem about 
the Bar-Tal family. 
 
So, I would like us not to use it as a political tool or as an excuse to use violence. I 
would like us to take it to a broad humane understanding.  
 
I worked as a soldier-teacher with Ukrainian refugees and I saw the bureaucracy they 
encountered and the lack of openness toward them. The first thing that came to my 
mind was how we as a country bound by the Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees [1951 & 1967 g.b.], could not open our arms to people fleeing from war and 
horror. It saddened me a lot. 
 
Well, let’s hope for better days. 



 
Galia Bar-Tal: Yes, absolutely. 

 
Daniel and Galia Bar-Tal 

 
*** 

 



You explained that Holocaust education and the nurturing of its legacy are among 
the barriers to achieving peace and reconciliation with the Palestinians and the 
Arabs. What other obstacles to reconciliation do you find within our society? 
 
Professor Bar-Tal: The concept of ‘threat,’ which is a psychological construct, occupies 
a significant place in the psychological repertoire of the Jewish Israeli public. People 
commonly say, ‘Personally, I would be willing to give up the West Bank and Jerusalem. 
But I don’t trust the Palestinians. I think they might, as we say, ‘stab us in the back.’ 
 
The problem with the constant sense of threat, which is reinforced by actual terror 
attacks occurring in Ra'anana, at the center of the country, at the Ra’am Junction [near 
the town of Rameh, situated in the northern part of the Negev],  in Tel Aviv, and the 
territories, is that everything gets mixed up. In other words, the territories are perceived 
as part of Israel.  
 
People don’t distinguish between here and there on the map because the map erased 
the Green Line. And education reinforces this. We have the “Israeli Journey,” a trip to 
Hebron, where the territories are presented as an inseparable part of the State of Israel. 
At my granddaughter’s kindergarten entrance, there is a map of Greater Israel without 
the Green Line. This means that even this young child grows up with this image. 
 
Another component is ‘the righteousness of the path.’ The sense of victimhood, and the 
constant delegitimization of the enemy. Additionally, all the investment in the conflict—
the people who die or are killed—should not be for nothing, right? What does ‘for 
nothing’ mean? It means that if we safeguard our Eretz Israel, then obviously it will not 
be in vain. 
 
The delegitimization and dehumanization of the enemy, the self-aggrandizement; ‘the 
most ethical army in the world,’ ‘we are the victims of the conflict,’ and ‘the siege 
mentality.’ Anti-Semitism exists, but now you see it in its strongest form, where any 
criticism [of Israel] is first perceived as an expression of anti-Semitism. That is, the 
English, Germans, and Italians—those who are demonstrating for the end of the war—
are interpreted only in terms of anti-Semitism. 
 
But the graph was not consistent. Was there any period when we saw some light 
at the end of the tunnel and felt a little reconciliation and hope in the air? 
 
Bar-Tal: I divide the history of Israel into several phases. In the first phase, 
indoctrination was at its peak. Ben-Gurion was an autocrat, and there were more signs 
of authoritarianism than democracy, despite claims that it was the largest democracy in 



the Middle East. During his time, the culture of conflict was nurtured to the maximum. In 
1959, a researcher was dismissed from the Hebrew University for hinting at or writing 
about the expulsion of Palestinians in 1948. Look at what Amos Oz wrote in his early 
books in the 1960s about 'Land of the Foxes.' There was no civil society in those days, 
not in literature, cinema, or research. 
 
Then comes the next phase, with the peace agreement with Egypt. One must 
understand the context: we made peace with our main enemy at that time, because 
Palestinians were not on the map, and thus the conflict was between states. And Sadat 
– just to remind you – on Purim, March 1977, during the Purim Parade, I saw an 
impersonation of him dressed as a Gestapo officer. In November 1977, he came to 
Israel and was received with a red carpet by the entire Israeli leadership. That is, only 
six months later. 
 
Thus began the great thaw: in culture, literature, theater, cinema, and research. New 
historians started to correct the narrative, and 'Peace Now' was established – an 
organization that could mobilize a hundred thousand people on a Saturday. The 
assassination of Rabin ended that period. 
 
I worked then as an advisor to the Minister of Education, Amnon Rubinstein, who gave 
me two mandates: to prepare new objectives for trips to Poland, and of course, I wanted 
to add the universal dimension and develop the entire system for peace education. We 
started working on these things. After Rabin’s assassination and the third term of 
Zevulun Hammer at the Ministry of Education – all this stopped. 
 
Netanyahu's transitional government came to power in 1996. It was a transitional 
period, with another Wye River Conference that became famous for Bibi’s whisper.  
 
[In 1997, Prime Minister Netanyahu celebrated his birthday with the elderly Rabbi 
Yitzhak Kaduri, who was influential in the Haredi community. At the event, Netanyahu 
was recorded whispering in the rabbi's ear: "The left-wing people have forgotten what it 
means to be Jewish..." – which caused a public uproar and accusations that he was 
inciting divisions within the nation.]  
 

Ehud Barak was elected in 1999, and the short period of hope ended in 2000. 
 
Since 2000, we have identified a shift from the left and center to the right. From 2002 
until today, that is, until October 7, 2023, 65% of the Israeli Jewish public voted for more 
right-wing parties and identified themselves as right-wing. Only 15% identified 
themselves as left-wing. The rest identified as centrist. 
 



The political map has changed very clearly as a result of two major events: the failure of 
Camp David (summer, 2000) and the Second Intifada (2000-2005), with the violence 
and the exploding buses. 
 
Do you think such a thing is reversible, or is it too difficult to change, especially 
after the October massacre? 
 
Bar-Tal: It is very difficult to change. It requires a serious social change. It obviously 
requires certain conditions, such as a leader like Rabin, for example, who had a 
reputation for integrity, who was a military man, and who could persuade. And a civil 
society that can support it. I don’t see the conditions for such a situation now. 
 
How do you see Netanyahu’s role in shaping this mindset, or did he simply go 
along with the ‘spirit of the times’? 
 
Bar-Tal: That’s a good question because the media tries to present him as a 
conciliatory, cautious, non-extreme person, and so on. I will tell you based on his 
speeches, which we analyzed in our research, from the 1980s when he entered the 
Foreign Ministry, we did not see a change in him. 
 
What does that mean? 
 
Bar-Tal: We did not see a difference between the speeches. He was always hawkish, 
and right-wing, and he has remained with this stance until today and even intensified it. 
We compared him to Ehud Olmert because Olmert in the 1980s and 1990s, if you 
remember, was also very right-wing, and both had similar careers. They entered politics 
around the same time, and Olmert had a somewhat different political evolution. At a 
certain point in the 2000s, Olmert changed. He changed in a very significant way, and 
today we know that he is truly a white dove.  
 
In contrast, Netanyahu, compared to him, has not changed his speech style, which 
emphasizes victimhood and the ‘righteousness of the path’. He was conciliatory only in 
the 2009 Bar-Ilan speech, given under Obama’s pressure. But other than that, there is 
nothing. In informal comments he made to settlers, which were recorded, he always 
said that what he did was only for political reasons because he had to do it. I would say 
that he consistently presents a full ideological commitment to one direction. 
 
He is somewhat similar to Itzhak Shamir, but Shamir eventually went to Madrid under 
Bush's pressure. 
 



Two well-known professors specializing in political psychology from Stony Brook 
University in the United States, Charles Taber, and Milton Lodge, determined from 
their study that Homo Politicus, the voting citizen, lacks the intellectual and 
motivational capacities required for rational behavior in a democratic regime. 
Churchill once said that the greatest flaw of democracy is revealed when you 
have a two-minute conversation with an average voter. So, do we even have the 
ability to influence political belief patterns? 
 
Bar-Tal: Today, we observe the situation in the United States, the leader of the Western 
world, in which Trump receives significant support. And you wonder how such a person, 
who is… 
 
A liar, a fraud, a rapist? 
 
Bar-Tal: Yes… How does he receive such wide support, to the extent that Biden might 
not be re-elected? You wonder how is it possible that he has such support? And why 
are similar parties rising in Hungary, Italy, and Germany?  
 
I agree with the assessment of the two political psychologists that a person is a 
combination of rationality, personal needs, and ideological beliefs to which they are 
attached and that it is a function of education. Universities develop, at least to some 
extent, critical thinking and openness to information. This is very prominent in the United 
States, but even in Israel, we see that the more educated you are, the more years you 
study, and the more open you are to democratic ideas. Democracy is a complex 
concept with both a normative and a structural layer, requiring certain conditions for its 
existence. Authoritarian regimes appeal to people's gut feelings, suggesting that the 
'other' is different from you and that obedience is good, among other things. And you 
can see that this approach is effective. 
 
You also ask yourself how in Israel a segment of society remains 'Bibist,' meaning they 
follow Netanyahu, who is blamed for everything that happened around October 7, and 
speaks and lies almost regularly and yet 30% to 35% continue to support him. 
 
So, indeed, the idea is accurate that democracy, critical thinking, openness, and 
rationality are not characteristics that define all people. Many individuals cling to ideas 
that fulfill their needs; for example, the need for populist leadership. And this is what we 
see in a broad segment of the population. 
 
Is this also related to the spread of the new media? 
 



Bar-Tal: There is no doubt about it. The media has changed dramatically in recent 
years. The mainstream media, which is partly right-wing and partly sensationalist and 
less rational, like Fox News or tabloid journalism or Channel 14 here in Israel. There 
has always been this phenomenon, right-wing media, like the Wall Street Journal. 
 
Is this a kind of social bubble where everyone chooses their own tribe? 
 
Bar-Tal: Every person can create their own message and contribute their own 
message… 
 
And with the ability to spread fake news… 
 
Bar-Tal: And spread it among people. In the last fifteen years, it’s a completely new 
game. Trump calls fake news ‘alternative facts,’ so he confuses people. 
 
The 1920s and 1930s were characterized by authoritarian, autocratic regimes. Almost 
all of Europe was like that. After the war, there was a flourishing of democracies, related 
to economic development. Until the 2000s, there was almost continuous growth, with 
occasional crises. There was this division where the educated, liberal class could 
spread the idea of democracy, assuming it met existential needs. The coal miner in 
West Virginia said, ‘It’s okay, I’m getting by with this, with the salary and all that.’ 
 
Several things happened that confused people. First, the 2008 crisis turned out to be 
very severe, and the immigration waves contributed to the confusion and were 
perceived as a very significant threat. Additionally, terrorism spread to Europe. In 
Madrid, Barcelona, Belgium, and England, many people were killed. The coronavirus 
appeared, and of course, the climate crisis remains a very significant threat. Insecurity 
has increased, and people are seeking security from various angles, and Islamophobes 
and populists are enjoying a comeback. 
 
I want to continue along the line you're discussing and ask if the task, which 
currently seems Sisyphean, of promoting a mindset supportive of compromise 
and reconciliation with the Palestinians, is even possible. Is there any chance for 
it? It seems like the second law of thermodynamics, which states that it takes 
much more energy to build something than to destroy it. It takes years to build 
something and then destroy it in half a minute. You can end relationships with a 
single headline in a newspaper. Building trust takes generations… 
 
Bar-Tal: That’s right. Psychology finds that negative information has a stronger impact 
than positive information. Interpersonal and collective trust is built through a very long 



process. An event like October 7 destroys trust completely and then you have to rebuild 
everything from scratch. Regarding the specific question you're asking about building 
trust, it is possible, but as you said, it requires a lot of energy. With the current 
leadership and the internal Israeli atmosphere and climate, I don’t see it happening. 
 
How do you see the impact of the October 7 massacre on our perception of the 
conflict, in the short, medium, and long term? 
 
Bar-Tal: In the short term, the impact is indeed terrible. Suddenly, a new concept has 
emerged, “an awakening,” which refers to people on the left-wing side, ‘the peace 
people,’ who have had their “awakening.” 
 
What does “awakening” mean? It means they’ve come to understand that one cannot 
trust the Palestinians. 
 
The constant question, “Well, have you changed your mind?” 
 
Bar-Tal: Yes. Today we see that the support for the right-wing has expanded. So we 
should use the time to develop a new climate. 
 
Could it be that a seemingly paradoxical situation is occurring, where the public 
and public opinion is shifting to the right, but simultaneously, as a result of the 
traumatic event we experienced, there is also a growing understanding that a 
violent solution to the conflict is not feasible and that the solution must be 
political? 
 
Bar-Tal: Correct. I thought so, based on psychological tools, that as a result of trauma, 
two opposite directions could indeed emerge: one is as you say, and the other, that in 
the future we will need to continue living by the sword. 
 
Which perception will prevail? It’s hard to know… I don’t know what will happen, since I 
don’t see a leader like Begin who prepared the public for an alternative. 
 
We don’t have an alternative today. I don’t see Yair Lapid in the position Menachem 
Begin had when he was in the opposition. A significant leader may emerge who will 
prepare the public. But for a new ethos and culture to develop, you must prepare the 
public. 
 



You have published numerous studies, analyzed the psycho-political aspects of 
the conflict, and written books on the subject. Where is your voice heard more, 
here or abroad? 
 
Bar-Tal: I don’t engage in self-censorship as some people do. In academia and social 
sciences, people should write what they want. Research questions are very open. I 
have presented material that counters what is happening in Israel. I belong to those who 
try to think as objectively as possible, and the media doesn’t like that. 
 
When the book The Comfort Zone: A Psychological and Social Analysis of the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict was published, it met extraordinary barriers to reaching the media. 
Even acquaintances and friends of mine refused to discuss the book with me. 
Journalists didn’t like my approach, or they were afraid. Even those who share my views 
are afraid or unwilling to engage, and their audience is the one that needs to hear these 
things. On the other hand, the book has been translated into German, Polish, Italian, 
English, Korean, Japanese… 
 
Even though it deals with local issues? 
 
Bar-Tal: Correct. Even though it presents an analysis of our society as a case study of 
an intractable conflict. I state in the book that the processes we see here are also 
happening in Turkey, Russia, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and India. 
 
These societies are moving toward authoritarianism and totalitarianism. An 
unmanageable conflict requires this movement toward authoritarianism because it 
restricts, for example, freedom of information. 
 
Today, we don’t have freedom of information. Even the Forum of Bereaved Families is 
not allowed in schools. [Founded in 1995, its members include Israeli and Palestinian 
families who have lost relatives in both terror attacks and military operations. It 
promotes reconciliation and peace between Israelis and Palestinians.] 
 
But religious Zionism is allowed in. These indicators show how much society is closing 
itself off from alternative information. 
 

* * *  
 
What is happening on the Palestinian side? Do they also have a victim mentality? 
 



Bar-Tal: Very much so. The Palestinians were shocked by the results of the Nakba in 
1948, and for years they lived under the impression of the catastrophe that happened to 
them. Over time, they institutionalized the perception of the righteousness of their 
cause, the threats to the Palestinians [during the 1948 war], and the fear of occupation. 
And as they say, thank God—they have plenty of that. 
 
Can we say that Israelis and Palestinians are like a mirror image of one another? 
 
Bar-Tal: Indeed, you can say that... 
 
Is this a tragedy? 
 
Bar-Tal: A tragedy. They see what is happening in Gaza as a continuation of the 
Nakba. They certainly have ample evidence that 30,000 people were killed, 68,000 
injured, and nearly 2 million displaced, along with the terrible destruction, which 
resembles the 450 villages they lost in 1948. 
Does this add to the Nakba of 1948 and the Naksa of 1967? 
[Nakba translates to "the catastrophe" or "the disaster” of 1948. al-Naksa translates to 
"the setback" or "the defeat." It refers to the military and political setbacks experienced 
by the Arab states, particularly by the Palestinians, during the 1967 War. g.b.] 
 
Bar-Tal: Correct. From their perspective, the fact that 850 civilians and 350 soldiers 
have fought and were massacred in the most terrible way imaginable is very far from 
the Holocaust. But for them, a Nakba is unfolding before their eyes. 
 
Is it difficult to create solidarity among victims because each side seeks 
exclusivity? 
 
Bar-Tal: Certainly. There is competition over victimhood—who is the greater victim? We 
come and tell what happened on October 7 and continue to talk about fallen soldiers, 
while they talk about the current reality in Gaza. 
 
Do you have examples of other enemy nations whose similar national narratives 
created some closeness between them? 
 
Bar-Tal: Good question. Over the years I have mostly focused on describing the 
development of the conflict, but how to transition from conflict to de-escalation has been 
less of my focus.  
 



During my emeritus, I started to develop a method that tries to normalize the ethos and 
show that other nations who share the ethos—such as the Algerians, Kenyans, Kurds, 
Basques, and Irish—have also been in unmanageable conflicts. Some of them resolved 
the conflict, even though, initially, they viewed each other, like we do, through the lens 
of dehumanization and delegitimization, and as victims. We used this method and saw 
that proximity and normalization could work. That is possible. 
 
Daniel Bar-Tal, thank you very much. 
 
Bar-Tal: Thank you very much, Yizhar. 

 
*** 

This was Episode 82 of Sacred Cows: “From Gaza to Berlin: How Professor 
Daniel Bar-Tal Learned from His Daughter About the Impact of the ‘Death 
Marches’ to Auschwitz on the Israeli Psyche.” 
 
As always, we would appreciate any help with this project, which is done 
entirely on a volunteer basis; whether through translation into English, 
video editing, or financial contributions. Details can be found under “Help 
and Donations” on the Sacred Cows website. 
 
See you in the next episodes. 


