
Conversation Starters 
 
I often start with a “hook,” a video or image that speaks to class topic. Such a “hook” is low-stakes 
but interesting exercise that allows students to ease into discussion of difficult assigned materials.   
 
For Ottoman history, I show this clip from the Lumière film company, “Jaffa Gate, Jerusalem 
(1897),” 2 min. Students describe what they see: the work, the clothing, the street signs, etc. This 
film show the diversity of an Ottoman city in the late-Hamidian era, a principal takeaway of this unit. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVMcqNOqdek  
 
To foster an understanding of nationalism as political ideology, I do *not* begin with Israeli or 
Palestinian nationalism (or associated political identities). Instead, I show a video on stone lifting in 
Ireland (which I help to explain as an Irish Catholic American). The clip asks students to consider 
how nationalists generate evidence of connections to place and history.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-JCfVhspTSU  
 
 

 
 
When talking about the early Zionist movement in pre-World War I Palestine, I show this still from a 
documentary first aired on PBS (“1913: Seeds of Conflict) that is structured around a lost film 
produced by Zionist activists. Again, I ask students to identify what they see, and what information 
this still provides. In the film, director Ben Loeterman wants to draw attention to the Arab 
onlookers; however, I explain what a rabbi from Jerusalem (born in 1932) explained about it: “The 
picture portrays a procession of the “modern” Hebrew school children in a special celebration of the 
Old Yishuv (pre Israel self-governing community under the Ottomans). This was the earliest 
manifestations of the more liberal “progressives” against the traditional orthodox old entrenched 
dominance.” Once I provide students with more context for this image, a debate among Jews as 
opposed to a demonstration for a state, I ask students to reassess the material’s use in the film.  
 
For discussion of the postwar order and the King-Crane Commission Report, I might break 
students into groups to represent 1. government of England, 2. Zionist leaders, 3. Ottoman Jews of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVMcqNOqdek
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-JCfVhspTSU


Levant, 4. Syrian Congress, and 4. Americans on fact-finding mission to Palestine. Different groups 
must address how, and why, they would establish a certain political structure after the war?  
 
As an easy exercise that can be used in any class, I distribute a hard copy of a document and have 
students read it and then write on it: circle interesting terms, pose questions in the margin, underline 
important points. This gives us a way to talk about the topic while also requiring them to consider 
how to examine a primary source. For British Palestine, I have used Menahem S. Daniel, “An Iraqi 
Jewish Notable Expresses His Reservations on Zionism (1922),” in Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda 
Reinharz, The Jew in the Modern World, 3rd ed. (Oxford University Press, 2010), 488-489.  
 
I might show a video of a Palestinian pop group that had a moment a few years ago: Apo and the 
Apostles “Baji Wenek,” 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBu_t6glyys. This music video 
normalizes the idea of Jerusalem as a place to live, not just to fight over territory, and it has some 
good images of the city (including a church) and its hinterland. Since one member of the group is an 
Armenian, it also provides an opportunity to discuss the increase of the Armenian population after 
World War I as well as the legal status of Armenians in present-day Israel (same as Palestinians).   
 
In discussing the topic “Conflict and Dispossession in Europe,” I like to show a video of Professor 
Ethan Katz of University of California-Berkeley about the issue of race and the Holocaust. It was 
produced for PBS News Hour in 2022, after Woopie Goldberg said the Holocaust was about “man’s 
inhumanity to man,” not race.  Dr. Katz is very good at explaining the nuances of the idea of Jews as 
a race. Ethan Katz, interview with Judy Woodruff on PBS News Hour, 2 February 2022, 7 min. 
https://www.pbs.org/video/remembering-the-holocaust-1643841275/  
 
Another music video that captures intra-Israeli tensions between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews in 
Israel, I start class with a music video from the 1990s, as these tensions came to be recognized and 
discussed more publicly. Teapacks was a popular Mizrahi band who addressed social and economic 
inequalities among Mizrahi and Ashkenazi.  Teapacks, “Rolled Up in A Newspaper,” (from album 
The Last of the Lower Class in 1993), https://youtu.be/fQFY2Ul57hc?si=uQmOQa5wpI9FQw_U 
 
I have students watch the Israeli documentary “The Law in These Parts” Ra’anan Alexandrwicz, 
2011 (1 hr. 21 min.). The film discusses the legal system in the Occupied Territories. Before we 
begin the conversation of the film, I ask them to consider the title as translated into English, and a 
phrase that conveys something of a mythic American West. I ask them to discuss the decision of the 
translators to choose such an American phrase in the title of the documentary.  
 
When discussing art as a form of revolution, I assign the poetry of Mahmoud Darwish and the 
paintings of Sliman Mansour.  I open the class with a clip of Mahmoud Darwish reciting his poem 
“Those Who Pass Between Fleeting Words,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VoJRW0nOvSk. 
The clip has subtitles, but it is the poet’s cadence and the audience response that I seek to display. 
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