Stacy E. Holden
Teaching “Arab-Israeli Conflict after October 77

October 7 and the Gaza War generated unique challenges for professors of Middle East Studies.
The Hamas attack and Israeli invasion of Gaza triggered anxieties among students (as well as my
family and friends). With antisemitism already on the rise, Jewish Americans grappled with an
existential dread and feared for their physical safety. At the same time, Muslim students had
grown up mired in the Islamophobia underpinning post-9/11 U.S. policies at home and abroad.
By spring 2024, student activism at Purdue University and other campuses was on the rise. And
yet, I was already scheduled to teach “The Arab-Israeli Conflict,” a divisive topic. Although I
considered cancelling the course, I chose to move forward as an act of civic responsibility.

Instead of ignoring the tensions generated by current events, I addressed them head-on. On the
first day of class, I discussed the difficulties of teaching and learning about Israel and Palestine in
fall 2024. The world would soon mark the one-year anniversary of the October 7™ attack, and
Americans would vote in a charged presidential election. I also told students of recent efforts by
Indiana’s Attorney General to curtail First Amendment rights of professors, a move that could
prevent the teaching of controversial issues, specifically anything questioning Israeli policies.

My class traced the creation of the chauvinistic nation-state of the modern era, which, replacing
multiethnic empires in Europe and Southwest Asia, generated new political tensions. Some
students believed the present-day conflict began in biblical times; others anchored it to 1948,
when Israel became a state. However, I organized my around the formation of the modern state
in the West (Europe and the US) and the East (particularly the Ottoman Empire). In this way, I
could assess a host of contingencies that led to Israel’s establishment and the evolution of a
specific Palestinian nation. Such events were not limited to World War II and the Holocaust but
also to the rampant antisemitism in early twentieth century US, France, England and Russia.

The semester began with low-stakes exercises aimed at generating trust. Students read the
opening pages of Ted Swedenburg’s ethnography of the Arab Revolt in the 1930s and identified
how the author wove a statement of his positionality into the discussion of his research. I asked
students to consider possible obstacles and opportunities in learning about Israel and Palestine.
Students were also invited to consider how their own experiences shaped the way they thought
about the Middle East. By semester’s end, a student would write me that “By recognizing what
my lived experiences are and how they change my perception of the world, I opened my mind to
the fact that other perspectives exist and have been and currently are at play in this conflict.”

In teaching, I never asked student to identify “right” from “wrong;” and I never had students
choose a side. instead, I challenged them over and over to assess how events and conditions
shape historical processes. “To argue that history is contingent is to claim that every historical
outcome depends upon a number of prior conditions; that each of these prior conditions depends,
in turn, upon still other conditions; and so on,” writes Thomas Andrews and Flannery Burke.
Relying on multiple primary sources (pictures, architecture, documents) allowed students to
consider the perceptions of different historical actors as they imagined different political futures.



Given the sensitive nature of this class, I chose to evaluate students via a semester-long reflective
journal. Students were tasked with engaging class material consistently and actively. They were
required to write two 250-word entries every week. I commented on the entries four different
times during the semester, my marginal comments a means of conversing with students.

I chose not to shy away from hard conversations in fall 2024. Fall break fell on the one-year
anniversary of October 7™, but I invited students to write a journal entry on what they were
seeing or feeling on that day. The day after the presidential election, students were tasked with
bringing election coverage from non-American news venues, such as Haaretz or Aljazeera.
These small assignments anchored classroom conversations, thus preventing emotional diatribes.
Students had meaningful and civil conversations about the implications of the election results.

For the final project in in this class, students curated their reflective journal entries as if they
were going to publish them. They discussed as a model the excerpts of Melani McAlister’s
journal published in November 2024°s American Historical Review. Students were asked to
include a positionality statement and four journal entries that showed something of their
semester-long learning journey. A few students voluntarily shared their work, explaining the
logic in their editing choices. A Brazilian of Palestinian descent followed a student who
identified as “an unapologetic Christian,” who, in turn, was followed by a native Hoosier whose
parents had moved to the U.S. from Dubai. Their presentations were creative and well-received.

Learning from Failure

Taking a class on the history of the Arab-Israeli conflict may not be appropriate for those who
are hyper-focused on impacting current events. Two students enrolled in my class helped to
organize the campus encampments in May 2024. They struck me as averse to reading and
processing assigned material. They neglected their journal entries, or, when pushed to write
them, focused only on the harm being done to Palestinians by Israel today. These students were
chronically absent. After reading the journal entries of one study, I sent this as part of an email:

You are coming in hot, and your passion is clear. I want to encourage you to anchor your anger
more clearly in the facts and figures you can drum up while engaging with the readings. Your
political activism will be more focused and effective if you understand some of the ways
historians have written on this topic. Your most effective line in this reflective entry was the one
where you listed the amount of state money linked to Israel (please send me a link to that
citation). I would like to see you able to back up your impressions with this sort of information.

The activists dropped my class. I needed to learn I cannot be a formative part of everyone’s
educational journey. For some of my students, busy majors in engineering or other STEM
disciplines, taking this class was an act of civic responsibility. Others, activists focused on
shaping the political future, needed something a history class could not provide. I could only
wish them well in their future endeavors (as [ would do any young person with such a keen
interest in making the world a better place) and work with those who engaged the class materials.



