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The typical collective memories of societies involved in intractable conflicts play a
major role in the eruption and continuation of the conflicts, whereas the positive
transformation of these memories to being less self-serving promotes peacemaking. A
major factor that inhibits such transformation is self-censorship. Self-censorship, prac-
ticed by members of a society’s formal institutions, inhibits the dissemination of
alternative, more accurate narratives of the conflict that may change dominating biased
conflict-supporting memories. Despite the importance of formal self-censorship in
maintaining collective memories of conflicts, little empirical and theoretical research
has examined this phenomenon. The present study addresses this omission. It examines
the self-censorship practiced from 1949 to 2004 in 3 formal Israeli institutions (the
National Information Center, the IDF/army, and the Ministry of Education) regarding
the main historical event of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: the causes of the 1948
Palestinian exodus. This is done by analyzing all of these institutions’ publications
produced throughout the 56-year research period and interviewing their key position
holders. The results show that the institution gatekeepers practiced self-censorship for
5 reasons: garnering international support, mobilizing citizens, the impact of Zionist
ideology, institutional norms, and fear of sanctions. The empirical findings are used to
elicit theoretical insights, such as a definition for formal self-censorship, the difference
between self-censorship practiced by gatekeepers (from formal and informal institu-
tions) and that practiced by ordinary individuals, the 5 reasons for such self-censorship
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(distinguishing between 2 categories—intrinsic and extrinsic reasons), and the reasons
that led the gatekeepers to admit that they had self-censored.

Keywords: collective memory, narratives, official memory, Palestinian refugee problem,
self-censorship

“‘Forgetting’ . . . is a crucial factor in the creation of
a nation.”

Paraphrase of Ernest Renan

Parties involved in a severe intergroup con-
flict carry in their collective memories narra-
tives, defined as “social constructions that co-
herently interrelate a sequence of historical and
current events” which “are accounts of a comm-
unity’s collective experiences, embodied in its
belief system, and represent the collective’s
symbolically constructed shared identity”
(Bruner, 1990, p. 76). These narratives describe
the historical and current events relating to the
conflict. Typically these narratives are distorted
and biased in favor of the ingroup, providing a
simplistic black-and-white view of the conflict.
The narratives usually play an important role in
providing the rationale for the eruption of the
conflict and its continuation, in maintaining in-
group mobilization for participation in the con-
flict, and in creating unity and solidarity (Bar-
Tal, 2013a; Paez & Liu, 2011). It is thus not
surprising that societies make significant efforts
to uphold these conflict-supporting narratives
through formal institutions, educational sys-
tems, research communities, the media, and
cultural channels, as well as preventing the for-
mation and the dissemination of alternative/
counter narratives (Bar-Tal, 2013a; Bar-Tal,
Oren and Nets-Zehngut, 2014). The alternative
narratives consist of stories that provide differ-
ent social constructions of interrelated se-
quences of historical and current events with
new implications (Lindemann, 2001). For ex-
ample, in the context of conflicts, such narra-
tives (compared with the conflict-supporting
narratives) typically present the ingroup more
negatively (e.g., as carrying immoral acts, or
lacking sincerity in negotiating for peace)
and/or the rival more positively (e.g., as longing
for peace and acting accordingly) and as also
being a significant victim of the conflict (Bar-
On, 2001).

When conflict-supporting narratives are well-
institutionalized in a society’s memory, its
members tend to search and absorb information

that is in line with their themes, adhere to them,
and avoid contradictory information (Porat,
Halperin & Bar-Tal, in press). This information
processing reflects sociopsychological barriers
that prevent progress toward the peaceful reso-
lution of such conflicts (Bar-Tal & Halperin,
2011).

In addition to this bias in information pro-
cessing, there are also other sociopsychological
mechanisms that prevent alternative informa-
tion that contradicts dominant conflict-support-
ing narratives from reaching society members.
These mechanisms support the process of “for-
getting,” addressed in the above quote by the
famous 19th century French scholar Ernest Re-
nan, in reference to the (non-) recollection of
past events that portray a society negatively.
One central mechanism is self-censorship, de-
fined as the act of intentionally and voluntarily
withholding information (that is regarded by the
withholder as true) from others (Bar-Tal,
2013b, in press). As noted by Staub (1999),
self-censorship can have destructive effects
when practiced by public and societal institu-
tions like the media being involved parties or
bystanders to human rights abuses and atroci-
ties, such behavior can lead to genocide. The
present article focuses on this mechanism, be-
cause, despite its significant influence on the
way society members deal with alternative con-
flict narratives, some of its aspects have not yet
been discussed in the literature.

In examining the use of self-censorship, we
employ a case study method, investigating its
practice by Israeli Jews in relation to the histor-
ical narrative of a major event, the 1948 Pales-
tinian exodus. This line of study allows us to
clarify, empirically and conceptually, the nature
of self-censorship and its causes. We concen-
trate on the examination of the self-censorship
of gatekeepers—society members working in
Israeli formal institutions charged with the dis-
semination of national narratives. This is be-
cause gatekeepers have a significant influence
on the formation and adoption of historical nar-
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ratives of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (and
also on other conflicts worldwide).

As Neiger, Meyers, and Zandberg (2011)
pointed out, the research regarding collective
memory is divided into memory texts, memory
production, and memory reception. This article
deals with memory production— often ne-
glected in research—placing the spotlight on
how gatekeepers selectively create the official
memory of the state.

Self-Censorship – Theoretical Background

The study of collective memory in general,
and that of conflicts in particular, has recently
attracted substantial attention from scholars
worldwide. Interest in collective memory has
been steadily growing among social scientists
and historians since the seminal work by French
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1950–1992),
who unveiled its crucial importance in the life
of a collective (see, e.g., Paez & Liu, 2011;
Winter, 2010; Zerubavel, 1995)

Collective memory is generally defined as a
set of representations about the past that are
collectively adopted. These representations are
assembled in narratives that recall the past
events on a certain theme (Olick & Robbins,
1998; Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, & Levy, 2011).
They can have various levels of importance for
the society at hand (Kansteiner, 2002), though
the collective memory will typically focus on
major events—those that have major signifi-
cance for that society (Nets-Zehngut, 2013a).
Collective memory is of special importance be-
cause it influences people’s psychological reac-
tions, including emotions, worldviews, trust,
stereotypes, and prejudice, and consequently
also courses of action on both the individual and
collective level (Paez & Liu, 2011; Wertsch,
2002; Winter, 2010). Thus, the understanding of
collective memory is necessary for the under-
standing of societal functioning and behavior in
the present and societal aspirations and goals for
the future (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983; Liu &
Hilton, 2005). Connerton (1989) pointed out
that “our experience of the present very largely
depends upon our knowledge of the past. We
experience our present world in the context
which is causally connected with the past event
and objects” (p. 2). Although collective mem-
ory usually aims to serve the present needs of
society members, rather than present an objec-

tive chronicle of events, it is sometimes based
on historiographical accounts, that is, the ways
historians view the events of the past. History
tries at times to be accurate in portraying the
past, and it may therefore challenge the hege-
mony of certain biased narratives that are dom-
inant in the collective memory (Schwartz,
1997). One of the fundamental debates in mem-
ory studies is between the Construction and the
Selection approaches with regard to the shaping
of the social representations of the past (Neiger
et al., 2011). According to the former approach,
the events of the past are of little importance in
shaping the memory, whereas according to the
latter, the shaping of memory is mostly in se-
lecting what to highlight and what to hide. As
will be described below, the case study dis-
cussed in our research supports the Selection
approach: Our findings show how information
on the 1948 expulsions was self-censored—
omitted by gatekeepers from the publications of
their institutions.

Self-censorship is a mechanism that is very
relevant to the study of collective memory. This
is because it often refers to the non-transmission
of more accurate information, transmission that
may weaken the grasp of the dominant narra-
tives over a society’s collective memory. It is
actually a general sociopsychological phenom-
enon occurring throughout the world in many
contexts and forms. The brief definition of self-
censorship that we offered above suggests that
the actor must have the information, perceive it
as truthful, and believe that the information has
implications for the society as a whole, for other
society members, for another group or people,
or for one’s strongly held worldview (see Bar-
Tal, 2013b, in press). The present conception
limits the nature of self-censorship to knowl-
edge perceived as factual information. It fo-
cuses on withholding information believed to be
truthful, rather than on withholding an opinion
that implies a personal view, vision, judgment,
and so on that are subjective outcomes of infor-
mation processing (see Barendt, 2005 for elab-
oration). The act indicates that the individual
intentionally and voluntarily decides to with-
hold (rather than share) this information, despite
the fact that no formal obstacle (e.g., censor-
ship) exists preventing him/her from sharing it.
This behavior implies that individuals infor-
mally partially influence the free flow of infor-
mation. They decide not to reveal truthful in-
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formation to their family members, close
friends, colleagues, media, leaders, or fellow
society members, for various reasons. In most
cases, they believe that exposing the informa-
tion will come at a cost, and therefore they
decide not to reveal it. Thus, self-censorship
differs from conformity, which is based on the
perception of being a minority. In the latter
case, individuals may change their beliefs, atti-
tudes, or behaviors to match those of others who
are in a majority (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004).
Additionally, while the principal motivation to
exercise self-censorship is often to protect the
group, in cases of conformity the primary mo-
tivation is always to protect oneself. Of special
interest are societal cases in which it is clear that
the self-censored information may contribute to
the improved performance of the society and/or
prevent future wrongdoing on its part, and in-
dividuals still withhold it from other society
members (see Bar-Tal, 2013b, in press).

Self-censorship has been noted by behavioral
and social scientists and most of them have
referred to the widespread phenomenon of with-
holding information and opinions. In microso-
cial environments and especially in families, it
is viewed as secret keeping, and family experts
have discussed it extensively (Petronio, 2010;
Vangelisti, 1994). It has also been noted in the
context of organizations, especially in the
framework of discussions about organizational
malfunctioning and whistleblowing (Gundlach,
Douglas, & Martinko, 2003; Near & Miceli,
1996). Finally, self-censorship has been ob-
served in mass media or in other societal-
cultural agencies (Antilla, 2010; Kenny &
Gross, 2008). Several studies have pointed to a
number of causes of self-censorship, notably
addressing the fear of social isolation when one
provides information that contradicts hege-
monic opinions (e.g., Filak, Reinardy, & Maksl,
2009; Noelle-Neumann, 1989). A similar cause,
fear of social sanctions, has been offered by the
groupthink theory, which relates to self-
censorship practiced by individuals taking part
in group discussions to reach a decision about a
certain topic (Janis, 1982), although this discus-
sion may also be seen as belonging to the con-
formity analysis.

In the context of conflicts, with which we are
concerned here, studies discuss self-censorship
in reference to interstate and intrastate wars,
totalitarian regimes, colonialism, genocide, and

the War on Terror, usually documenting it as
practiced in informal/societal institutions, with
little conceptual development. Examples in-
clude self-censorship practiced by French film
directors dealing with the 1954–1962 war in
Algeria with regard to atrocities committed by
the French (Austin, 2007); by the Hong Kong
media avoiding criticism of Chinese political
repression (Ngok, 2007); and by the American
media (Mitchell, 2003) and even academia
(Bhattacharjee, 2006) during the War on Terror.
In the context of conflicts—and specifically
with regard to their historical and contemporary
narratives—researchers explain self-censorship
as primarily resulting from a person’s fear of
sanctions (social and tangible) he or she might
face should he or she not practice self-
censorship. Broadly defined, these sanctions
may include criticism, isolation, social rejec-
tion, termination of funding for operations, dif-
ficulty in disseminating various types of texts,
confiscation of materials, arrests, and even
physical harm (e.g., Austin, 2007; Hutt, 2006;
Nets-Zehngut, 2011a; Ngok, 2007). More spe-
cifically, research from conflict zones such as
Turkey (Burris, 2007) and Israel (Finlay, 2005),
and with conflict-related groups such as sup-
porters of Al-Qaeda (Finlay, 2014), has shown
that individuals who publically disseminate in-
formation contradicting an official narrative are
perceived by their group members as deviants
and labeled as self-hating, traitors, disloyal,
mentally weak, ignorant, or even pathological.
Consequently, these people become more re-
strained in their maverick activity to avoid these
social sanctions.

Other causes for self-censorship in the con-
text of conflicts as discussed in the literature,
albeit to a lesser extent, are the wish to achieve
approval and respect from the dominant sector
in a society (Dixon, 2010; Maksudyan, 2009),
and the wish to prevent possible harm to the
country (Akçam, 2010; Bhattacharjee, 2006). In
addition, among the causes noted are the wish to
prevent damage to intersocietal relations if pre-
vious wrongdoings by one society are exposed
(Branche & House, 2010), the attempt to avoid
paying reparations or giving back territory that
was taken unlawfully (Dixon, 2010; Sand,
1999), and the desire to preserve the nation’s
unity (Boyd, 2008; Branche & House, 2010).

The present article aims to contribute to the
study of self-censorship by offering four inno-
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vations in its focus. First, it investigates the
expression of self-censorship in formal state
institutions. Second, it focuses on its perfor-
mance by gatekeepers. Third, it directly and
systematically focuses on the examination of
the underlying motivations behind these indi-
viduals’ self-censorship by interviewing them.
Finally, to date, no research has systematically
and empirically examined self-censorship
among gatekeepers regarding historical narra-
tives. Specifically, then, we will focus on self-
censorship carried out by gatekeepers in these
formal Israeli institutions regarding historical
information dealing with the 1948 exodus.

Israel and Its Memory of the 1948
Palestinian Exodus

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is by and large
an intractable conflict, having lasted for about a
century while causing severe material, physical,
and psychological damage to the involved parties
(Caplan, 2010). One of the key events in both the
Israeli-Jewish and the Palestinian collective mem-
ories of the conflict is the 1948 War, during which
the Palestinian exodus took place. In this exodus,
hundreds of thousands1 of Palestinians left the
area held by Israel at the end of the war, and the
Palestinian refugee problem was thus created.
Since 1948, the refugee problem has been a
major issue in the Israeli–Arab/Palestinian con-
flict, which will need to be addressed in the
resolution of this conflict. Furthermore, the Ar-
abs and Palestinians have conducted a wide-
scale diplomatic campaign against Israel, de-
manding the refugees’ return (Ghazi-Bouillon,
2009; Lustick, 2006).

The parties to the conflict hold different nar-
ratives regarding the causes of the exodus. The
main Palestinian narrative maintains that by and
large all the Palestinians were expelled (Abdel-
Jawad, 2006; Nets-Zehngut, 2011b, 2014). In
contrast, among Jewish Israelis, the Zionist-
dominant narrative2 accepts no responsibility
for the exodus, denying expulsions by arguing
that the Palestinians fled willingly, mainly be-
cause of their leadership’s blanket calls and
those of Arab leaders to leave their localities,
but also because of fear (Caplan, 2010; Ghazi-
Bouillon, 2009).

Since 1948, this Zionist-dominant narrative
has been disseminated in Israel through various
channels, including formal institutions. The fo-

cus of this article is on three such major insti-
tutions: the Publications Agency at the National
Information Center (“Information Center”), the
Israeli army (Israel Defense Forces - IDF), and
the Ministry of Education.3 For example, a 1971
Information Center pamphlet reads, “The refu-
gees were not expelled by Israel in 1948. They
largely left of their own will, following the calls
by the Arab leadership who asked them to leave
their homes in order to make it easier for the
Arab armies to destroy the Jews” (Rupin, 1971,
27). Similarly, a 1979 IDF publication states
that

the Arabs of Eretz-Israel started collapsing quickly.
This collapse was combined with the calls of the Arab
countries to the Eretz-Israel Arabs to leave their local-
ities, in order not to interfere with the operations of the
Arab armies . . . and it was most evident in the mass
flight of the Arabs from their localities to the Arab
countries. (Hakrav, 1979, p. 9)

Until the late 1970s, these formal institu-
tions were extensively supported in their dis-
semination efforts by the publications of in-
formal Israeli-Jewish institutions (e.g.,
scholarly studies, newspapers articles, 1948
war veterans’ memoirs, and various history
textbooks used in the education system with-
out having been formally approved by the
Ministry).4 The Zionist-dominant narrative of
the exodus, like the narratives disseminated
regarding other confrontations of the Jewish

1 The exact number of the refuges is disputed and it
ranges between some 520,000 to 850,000.

2 It should be clarified that the “Zionist-dominant” nar-
rative mentioned here is a historical narrative (addressing
what happened in the past), in contrast to the Zionist ide-
ology (a motivation and plan for future action). Moreover,
there is a difference with regard to the topics of the histor-
ical narrative and the ideology. The historical narrative we
address here is about the past events of the 1948 Palestinian
exodus, whereas the Zionist ideology is largely about es-
tablishing a home for the Jews in Eretz-Israel (in Hebrew,
the “Land of Israel”). Thus, people who hold the Zionist
ideology may hold various historical narratives, including
the Institutional/Zionist or the Critical/post-Zionist.

3 In general: Bar-Tal, 2007; Caplan, 2010; and specifi-
cally regarding these three formal institutions: Nets-
Zehngut, 2008, 2012b, 2013a, 2015a, in press. As for the
Ministry of Education, we refer here to textbooks approved
by it to be used in the educational system.

4 Generally, Nets-Zehngut, 2012a; and specifically re-
garding the research community: Nets-Zehngut, 2011a;
Ram, 2011; regarding war veterans: Shapira, 2000, Nets-
Zehngut, 2015b; and regarding unapproved textbooks: Firer
& Adwan, 2004; Podeh, 2002.
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people throughout history—for example, re-
garding the Masada battle with the Romans
ending in 73 AD, the Bar Kokhba revolt, a
later rebellion against the Romans (132–136
AD), and the Tel Hai battle with the Pales-
tinians in 1920 (Zerubavel, 1995)—was ac-
companied by themes of heroism and just-
ness.

In the late 1970s, various informal Israeli-
Jewish institutions began challenging the Zionist-
dominant narrative’s hegemony within Israel.
Many scholarly publications and newspaper arti-
cles presented a narrative (the “Critical narrative”)
that contradicted parts of the Zionist-dominant
narrative. This trend was based on the exposure
of new documents, oral accounts by war veter-
ans, and publications of new biographies and
autobiographies providing unequivocal ac-
counts of the expulsion (Nets-Zehngut, 2011a,
2012a, 2012c, 2015b).5 According to this
emerging narrative, although some of the Pal-
estinians indeed left willingly (e.g., because of
fear, societal collapse, or calls by the leadership
for a partial and temporary evacuation), others
were expelled by the Jewish and later Israeli
combat forces. This informal change intensified
in the late 1980s, with the commencement of a
historical revisionist period commonly referred
to as the “New Historians” era (Caplan, 2010;
Ghazi-Bouillon, 2009, Nets-Zehngut & Bar-
Tal, 2014). This informal critical activity influ-
enced one formal institution in Israel—the ed-
ucation system. Beginning in the year 2000 and
at least until 2004, all history textbooks ap-
proved by the Ministry of Education presented
the Critical narrative (Nets-Zehngut, 2013b).
For example, Eyal Naveh’s textbook asserts
that,

During the battles over the land, hundreds of thousands
of the local Arabs were expelled or fled to the neigh-
boring countries. . . . Some of them fled before the
Jewish forces reached a village or an Arab neighbor-
hood in the city, and some of them were expelled by
the conquering force. (Naveh, 1999, pp. 138, 143)

The Information Center and the IDF, how-
ever, continued to present the Zionist-dominant
narrative, at least until 2004 (Nets-Zehngut,
2008, 2012b, 2015a, in press).

This description provides the context for the
present study. Three formal Israeli institutions
(the Information Center, the IDF, and the Min-
istry of Education) have largely maintained a

biased Zionist-dominant narrative regarding the
exodus through the years, even after the Critical
narrative had become widely validated in schol-
arly research and war veterans’ memoirs, and
disseminated by informal institutions. In this
context, our study examines two research ques-
tions: Did gatekeepers in these three institutions
practice self-censorship when presenting the
causes for the 1948 exodus, and if they did,
what motives guided this practice?

Method

The study employed two types of data: pub-
lications and interviews. Initially, it examined
the way the causes of the 1948 exodus were
presented in the publications produced by the
three institutions over 56 years—from 1949
(right after the establishment of the State of
Israel) to the end of 2004 (before the research
began). These three institutions present Israel’s
official memory and are imperative channels in
disseminating historical government-supported
narratives of the conflict to Israelis: the Infor-
mation Center, the main institution in Israel for
disseminating information to citizens; the Infor-
mation Branch in the Chief Officer’s Headquar-
ters of the IDF Education Corps, the main unit
for disseminating information to soldiers; and
the Ministry of Education, charged with dissem-
inating information to children and youth. In
examining the first two institutions, we re-
viewed the books, booklets, and periodicals that
they disseminated through the Information Cen-
ter’s regional stores, through public libraries,
through targeted distribution to journalists and
teachers, and to the soldiers in their bases. In
examining the material of the Ministry of Edu-
cation, we focused on the approved history and
civics textbooks for use in middle-schools and
high-schools belonging to the state-secular ed-
ucation system (Israel’s central education sys-
tem). Students either buy these textbooks in
bookstores or receive them in their schools.

All relevant publications produced by these
three institutions in the years 1949 through
2004 were analyzed in this research. This full
coverage lends validity to our findings with

5 To clarify: the “Critical” narrative of the exodus is a
specific Israeli example of an “alternative” narrative, dis-
cussed above. It is an alternative to the Zionist-dominant
narrative of the exodus, initially dominant in Israel.
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regard to the way the institutions presented the
exodus. The publications were traced in the
institutions’ libraries, national archives, aca-
demic libraries, and the personal collections of
their former staff. In total, 63 relevant publica-
tions were traced: 20 by the Information Center,
24 by the IDF, and 19 by the Ministry of Edu-
cation. The publications were content-analyzed
(Glassner & Moreno, 1989) to determine the
narratives presented in them with regard to the
exodus’s causes (e.g., Zionist-dominant or Crit-
ical, as exemplified above in the Israeli Memory
section). Two scholars conducted the content
analysis by interpreting the narratives. The find-
ings of this analysis have already been pub-
lished in several studies cited in the above re-
view of Israel’s memory of the exodus,
regarding the way the three formal institutions
in question presented the exodus. Therefore, the
present article does not elaborate on the anal-
ysis’s results, but rather describes them briefly
in this Israeli memory review, focusing instead
on the self-censorship that was practiced in pro-
ducing these publications.

In the next phase, interviews were conducted
with 33 key people who worked in the three
institutions (e.g., heads of the IDF Information
Branch, directors of the Information Center, and
history team leaders in the Curricula Branch at
the Ministry of Education), in different points in
time and for varied periods (usually several
decades), covering this period almost fully.
Most of them were involved directly with the
production of the institutions’ relevant publica-
tions (as their authors or the authors’ supervi-
sors), and a minority of them indirectly (e.g.,
history and civics supervisors in the Ministry of
Education, influencing the textbooks’ approval
and dissemination). The interviews, which con-
stitute the core of the present study, were con-
ducted with all living and available officials,
currently or formerly holding senior positions in
the three institutions and being responsible for
their publications. Exceptions are the com-
manders of the IDF Information Branch; be-
cause of the fast turnover in the Branch (com-
manders were replaced every two-three years),
only some commanders were interviewed, cov-
ering the main segments of the entire research
period. When the first author approached all the
interviewees, they were told that the research
was part of a doctoral dissertation examining
the way their institutions presented the causes of

the 1948 exodus and aiming to understand the
reasons behind this presentation, to explore the
dynamics of official memory. The dissertation’s
designated audience was presented as academ-
ics and intellectuals in the general public. Only
a handful of people approached for interviews
refused, saying they were too busy or providing
no reason. All interviewees agreed to mention
their names with regard to the relevant aspects
of their testimonies that will be mentioned in the
study, except for two, who asked to remain
anonymous (interviewees 7 and 8 in Table 1).

Semiconstructed questionnaires were em-
ployed for the interviews—with some individ-
uals interviewed more than once—allowing the
interviewees to address various issues on their
own initiative (Berg, 2009). The interviews
were conducted in Hebrew (in the interviewees’
homes and offices or in cafes), audio-taped, and
then transcribed. The following are several of
the central interview questions: “Why were the
publications in question produced?”; “Were you
aware of the Critical narrative about the causes
of the 1948 exodus and did you believe it to be
true?”; “What narrative did you include in the
publications that you produced?”; “What reac-
tions did the manuscripts of the publications
(and later the publications themselves) elicit,
and how do you explain these reactions?”; and
“Why did you include the narrative that was
eventually contained in your publication(s)?”

This final question allowed us to obtain the
reasons for self-censoring, and we categorized
the reasons according to the interviewees’ re-
sponses to it. Two researchers conducted the
categorization (with 92% agreement), yielding
the following categories of motives: (a) A mo-
tive to improve Israel’s international image
(e.g., when an interviewee said that he or she
avoided presenting the Critical narrative so as
not to support the Arab/Palestinian diplomatic
campaign against Israel); (b) a motive to mobi-
lize citizens (e.g., when self-censorship was ex-
plained by the interviewee with the wish to
increase the identification of the publications’
audience with Israel and/or instill in it desired
values and worldviews that promote participa-
tion and contribution to Israel); (c) a Zionist-
ideological motive (e.g., when interviewees ad-
dressed Zionism as the cause for their self-
censorship describing the huge impact of this
ideology at that time); (d) the institutional norm
of presenting the state’s point of view (e.g.,
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when the interviewees said they presented the
Zionist-dominant narrative because, as state
employees, they felt it is more appropriate to
present the State of Israel’s narrative and not
their personal views); (e) the institutional norm
of transmitting unequivocal messages (e.g.,
when the interviewees said they thought that
soldiers should be presented with a simple nar-
rative6 (as the Zionist-dominant narrative is) so
as not to confuse the soldiers while in battle; (f)
fear of sanctions (e.g., when interviewees said
they refrained from presenting the Critical nar-
rative because of a fear of concrete sanctions,
such as censorship, public criticism or demo-
tion.

Results

The analysis of the three formal institutions’
publications revealed, as mentioned above, that
from 1949 to 2004 they presented the Zionist-
dominant narrative exclusively. The single ex-
ception to this was the Ministry of Education,
which, in 2000, started presenting the Critical
narrative in the history school textbooks that it
approved. Of the 33 interviewees, 20 were
found to have practiced self-censorship, with
most saying that they self-censored. This prac-
tice was determined unequivocally on the basis
of either explicit use of the term “self-
censorship” by some of the interviewees or on
the basis of them indicating a decision not to
present the Critical narrative in the publications.
All of these 20 interviewees said that they knew
that expulsions had taken place but did not want
to expose this fact voluntarily.

Of the remaining 13 interviewees, three did
not censor themselves: these are the authors
of three Critical textbooks from 1999 that
were approved by the Ministry of Education
in 2000. The remaining 10 presented the Zi-
onist-dominant narrative in publications, but
did not say that they self-censored, nor was
there any clear evidence for this practice.
Therefore, we cannot determine whether they
self-censored, and if they did, why they did
so. Addressing the reasons for these remain-
ing interviewees’ behavior and responses is
beyond the scope of the present research.
Nonetheless, we can speculate as to some
reasons for their behavior. It is possible that
at least some of these interviewees presented
the Zionist-dominant narrative rather than the

Critical narrative because they believed the
former to be true, thus committing no self-
censorship. Taking into consideration the
wide practice of self-censorship in these in-
stitutions by other officials (see below)
throughout almost the entire research period,
however, this explanation seems highly un-
likely. More plausible explanations may be
that these interviewees simply refrained from
saying that they self-censored, even though
they did so, either because they were ashamed
of doing something that is presently perceived
by many as inappropriate, or because they
were concerned that if their past self-
censorship would be made public, they would
be subject to negative social reactions. These
reasons appear even more likely in light of the
current high prevalence of the Critical narra-
tive of the exodus in Israel. There were no
personal differences (e.g., whether or not an
interviewee was still working in the analyzed
institution) or situational differences (e.g.,
where the interview was conducted) that
could explain why some interviewees said
that they self-censored and others did not. For
example, some still-working interviewees
said they self-censored, whereas others did
not, and the same is true for retired interview-
ees.

Of the 20 interviewees who said they self-
censored, six worked in the Information Cen-
ter, eight in the IDF, and six in the Ministry of
Education. Collectively, they held their posi-
tions in these institutions largely throughout
the research period, from the 1950s to at least
2004. In other words, even looking only at
these 20 interviewees, we were able to cover
all three institutions and largely the entire
research period. Table 1 presents these 20
interviewees and their most relevant posi-
tions, mostly senior ones, addressing each by
a single letter so as to maintain his or her
anonymity. Beyond these 20, the second part
of the table also includes the details of some
of the remaining 13 interviewees, who are
cited in this article for other relevant reasons.

As for other general characteristics of the
people who appear in Table 1: Most inter-

6 The Zionist-dominant narrative is simpler and more
unequivocal in comparison with the more complex Critical
narrative.
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viewees were men (83%), and most of them
did not work in state institutions other than
those mentioned in the table (in which many
of them worked for long periods of time).
Many of those who assumed their positions
up to the 1970s might have been hired or
promoted in these institutions in part because
of their affiliation with the leading Mapai
political party (and its successor,
Hama’arach). These two parties were in
power in Israel for the first three decades
following its establishment in 1948.

The Practice of Self-Censorship

The 20 interviewees who were found to
have practiced self-censorship did so by pre-
senting the Zionist-dominant account of the
exodus, altogether avoiding presentation of
its Critical narrative. They did so despite the
fact that at the relevant times in the past they
were not given explicit orders to censor the
Critical narrative and even though they were all
aware of the Critical narrative and viewed it as
the true historical account. For example, refer-
ring to his work in the Information Center, C.
explained: “The topic of expulsions was not
mentioned . . . we practiced self-censorship
about what could have been written and what
not. We practiced self-censorship about contro-
versial topics” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 9 and 17, in-
terviewing C7, December 12, 2006; and simi-
larly see C’s colleagues: R. Nets-Zehngut,
interviewing D, January 7, 2009; R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing E, August 21, 2006). As
this example demonstrates, the interviewee re-
ferred directly to the use of self-censorship in
the context of the exodus. Indeed in some cases
the interviewees themselves made the link be-
tween self-censorship and the exodus, whereas
in other cases they referred to the use of self-
censorship in more general way (i.e., the exodus
was in the background and the connection be-
tween the self-censorship and the exodus was
made by the researchers).

The situation in the IDF was similar. I. told
of the assumption underlying the work at the
Chief Education Officer’s Headquarters: “The
general premise was that we all do not devi-
ate; we are all patriots, all Zionists, do not
want to admit that we expelled refugees” (R.
Nets-Zehngut, 2, interviewing I, June 22, 2006;
for further support see Bar-On, 2001; R. Nets-

Zehngut, interviewing G, September 11,
2007; Nets-Zehngut, interviewing H, Septem-
ber 24, 2007; R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing
L, June 19, 2007; R. Nets-Zehngut, interview-
ing M, December 23, 2007; R. Nets-Zehngut,
interviewing U, June 21, 2007; R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing V, February 16, 2009).
Similarly, in the Ministry of Education, R
explained that there was general agreement
that the expulsion would not be included in
the Curricula Branch’s publications, an agree-
ment that he himself termed “self-censorship”
(R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing R, December
24, 2007; for support see also Mathias, 2005).
According to R., talking about himself and his
colleagues at the Curricula Branch: “None of
us dared to convey the narrative of the expul-
sion” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 13, interviewing R,
December 24, 2007). He further stated that he

wrote an article on auto-censorship—we already [cen-
sored ourselves] in advance. People do not want to
work on a new curriculum and later have people say,
“These weirdoes, these flakes, they think we’re going
to approve something like this?” They want to see it
realized. There’s almost an understanding that we
don’t have the final say and that if the politicians rise
in harsh protest against what we’ve done, the chances
of it passing are slim. (R. Nets-Zehngut, 13, interview-
ing R, December 24, 2007; see also R. Nets-Zehngut,
interviewing O, April 11, 2009)

Next, we present the causes that were noted
by the interviewees for practicing their self-
censorship.

Causes for Self-Censorship

The content analysis of the interviews
yielded five major motivations/causes for self-
censorship:

Protection of Israel’s international positive
image. This motive relates to actively protect-
ing Israel’s positive image in the eyes of the
international community. Indeed, as noted pre-
viously, the Arab countries and the Palestinians
launched a wide-scale diplomatic campaign
against Israel in 1949, demanding the return of

7 This initial, and other initials that appear as references,
are the initials of all the interviewees who are mentioned in
the article (see these interviewees listed in Table 1). The
references with full names that appear after or before some
of these initials are other sources that support what appears
earlier in the quotes. Because these other sources are not
interviewees in this article, we did not use initials for them.
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the Palestinian refugees and claiming that they
had been expelled. Israel categorically rejected
this demand, viewing it as a major threat to its
security. In this context, describing the Zionist-
dominant narrative was perceived by the staff of
formal institutions as supporting Israel’s posi-
tive international image, because this narrative
rejected Israel’s responsibility for the exodus.
The Palestinians left willingly; they were not
expelled, and therefore Israel was not obliged to
allow their return. In contrast, describing the
Critical narrative would have presented Israel
negatively, as having acted immorally or ille-
gally.

Many Information Center publications, for
example, address this diplomatic campaign.
One, for instance, asserted that, “Alongside the
real war being waged on us by the Arabs, along
the borders and in terror attacks against civil-
ians, an Arab information war is being waged
across the world. This Arab information, aided
by anti-Semitic elements—governments and in-
dividuals—is directed against the State of Israel
and the Jewish people” (Rupin, 1971, 5; and see
also, e.g., Yechasei, 1968; Eliave, 1970).
Clearly, the Center’s staff wanted to prevent
any possible harm to Israel resulting from the
inclusion of the Critical narrative in its publica-
tions, since these could have fallen into the
hands of Arab states, the Palestinians, or third
parties in the international community, and con-
sequently used for anti-Israeli political goals.
Maintaining Israel’s positive image abroad was
thus a central mission of the Information Cen-
ter’s staff (R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing A,
August 17, 2006; R. Nets-Zehngut, interview-
ing D, January 7, 2009). Similar justifications
were heard from those having served in the
IDF’s Information Branch. Indeed, especially
before the 1970s, the Branch emphasized the
importance of presenting Israel in a positive
light with regard to the exodus (Bar-On, 2001;
R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing I, 22 June, 2006;
R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing K, March 8,
2009; Milhemet, 1957; R. Nets-Zehngut, inter-
viewing V). This is evidenced, for instance, by
I.’s account:

The refugee problem is a standing problem in the UN
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, because there is a
resolution supporting the refugees’ return, and we con-
tinuously face the entire world, making great efforts to
persuade it that they [the Arabs/Palestinians] are to be
blamed for the entire affair. (R. Nets-Zehngut, 5, in-

terviewing I, June 22, 2006; and similarly: R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing K, August 3, 2009).

Staffers at the Ministry of Education were
also influenced by this reasoning and there-
fore acted similarly. According to R., “We
were influenced by the general atmosphere,
and the general atmosphere was a highly de-
fensive one” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 3, interview-
ing R, May 15, 2009; and similarly: R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing Q, December 14,
2007).

Mobilization of Israeli Jewish citizens.
The second cause we found relates to the mo-
bilization of Israeli Jews to cope with the threats
and difficulties facing Israel. Especially in the
first few decades after 1948, Israel experienced
severe security and economic difficulties.
Therefore, the staff of the examined institutions
felt there was a major need to establish among
the state’s Jewish citizens a positive view of its
conduct in the conflict—an image that would
promote strong patriotism and identification
with the country so that the citizens would be
mobilized to defend it and contribute to it.

An illustration of this can be found in a
publication by the Information Center describ-
ing two of its goals:

(C) To contribute to the strengthening of the citizens’
identification with the state, its democratic regime, its
national goals, and its challenges; (D) To cultivate
good citizenship and increase the citizens’ willingness
to physically take part in shaping its political, social,
economic, and cultural character. (Annual, 1998, p.
235; and similarly: Rupin, 1971)

This argument was of special importance in
the IDF, where soldiers are expected to fight
and risk their lives for the collective. Avner
Shalev, former head of the Information Branch
and later the Chief Officer of the Education
Corps, openly explained his approach in his
writings:

The soldier needs a sense of purpose that arouses the
willingness to fight, and he carries within himself the
courage to fulfill any duty, the capability to withstand
the suffering of war and the willingness to sacrifice his
most important possession—his life. . . . The duty of
education is to bring the soldier to a willingness, a
willful decision, stemming from recognition of and
identification with the goal. (Shalev, 1982, p. 149; see
similarly also Eshkol, 1995)

And K, former head of the Information
Branch, relays a similar explanation regarding
the work of the staff at the Branch after the
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outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000, when
the Branch decided to strengthen soldiers’ iden-
tification with the state and its narrative: “We
are now working in the IDF as ‘agents’ of the
state, because of the sense that the civilian sys-
tem’s influence on the soldiers has weakened
. . . in Operation Defensive Shield [2002] we
went back to using the “identification with the
mission” theme. This is how we mobilized peo-
ple. In contrast, in the Disengagement [from the
Gaza Strip, 2005], we mobilized them using the
theme of the “obligation to conduct the mis-
sion” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 3, interviewing K, June
20, 2007). The situation at the Ministry of Ed-
ucation was similar. Michael Ziv, for example,
who served as History National Inspector in the
1960s, viewed the teaching of history not as a
neutral task, but as “aiming to direct in a certain
direction, instill values, and teach the student
the worldview most desirable for society” (from
the writings of Ziv, as quoted in Podeh, 1997, p.
8). He believed that the goal of education was
thus to instill in the students a sense of identi-
fication with the state and its Zionist-dominant
narrative so that they would be willing to defend
its existence, and it was therefore necessary to
ensure that the materials selected for the history
curriculum served this goal (see also a similar
approach by subsequent History National In-
spectors: Inspector S – R. Nets-Zehngut, inter-
viewing S, May 7, 2009; and Inspector W, - Peffer,
December 29, 2003; R. Nets-Zehngut, inter-
viewing W, December 26, 2007).

The all-encompassing impact of the Zion-
ist ideology. As mentioned, we differentiate
here between two concepts: the Zionist-
dominant historical narrative of 1948 (describ-
ing what happened in 1948) and the Zionist
ideology. Adherence to the Zionist ideology
contributed to the gatekeepers’ tendency to
present the Zionist-dominant historical narra-
tive. This observed cause relates to the signifi-
cant impact of the Zionist ideology, which in-
hibited the Critical narrative’s presentation.
Until the late 1970s, Jews from across the po-
litical spectrum were highly influenced by this
ideology, which held a hegemonic status in Is-
rael (see Eshkol, 1995; Shimoni, 1995). As
Liebes (1997) pointed out specifically about
Israeli–Jewish journalists, the dominant status
of this ideology made it very hard for them to
report on the Israeli–Palestinian conflict in a
manner that deviated from this ideology. Such a

state of affairs caused many of the Jewish gate-
keepers to be biased in their approach toward
the conflict, including the specific case of the
exodus, and inclined to see Israel as eternally
just and moral in its conduct.

In the IDF, for example, N. stated that, “In
my opinion, some of us were very blocked off
to other opinions regarding the Zionist story,
and we even diminished, suppressed, and pa-
renthesized facts that surfaced, that were clearly
facts, like the expulsions” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 10,
interviewing N, May 15, 2007). Similarly, in
the Ministry of Education, R. asserted that “The
Zionist hegemony was very strong in this regard
. . . we had this prepared response regarding
how the issue should be addressed; they left, the
leaders made them flee, encouraged them to
flee” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 2, interviewing R, May
15, 2009; similarly see R. Nets-Zehngut, inter-
viewing O, September 23, 2007).

Institutional norms. The staff in these
state institutions adopted several institutional
norms, and these often promoted self-censor-
ship, in spite of the fact that there was no formal
censorship. Two such norms were found to have
played a role.

Presenting the state’s point of view. This
norm relates to all three institutions. Because
the staff worked in state institutions, they as-
sumed that they should present Israel’s formal
point of view or historical narrative in their
institutions’ publications, rather than any narra-
tive or facts that might contradict this narrative.
Because the official position regarding the exo-
dus was and is the Zionist one, this is what they
believed they should present. For example, as E.
describes himself and his colleagues at the In-
formation Center:

Usually we were very very loyal, not only to the
official line of information . . . so it’s true that we were
seen as agents of the state. First of all, we really were
agents of the state. Anyone working at the Information
Center is an agent of the state. That’s just how it is. (R.
Nets-Zehngut, 5, interviewing E, August 21, 2006; see
also R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing A, August 17,
2006; R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing D, January 7,
2009)

This point of view was also present in the
IDF. As M, head of the Cinematography Unit,
stated: “The fact that an IDF document (and a
film is a lasting document) is an official docu-
ment—like the authorized voice of the IDF—
significantly influenced the [Zionist-dominant]
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phrasing regarding the creation of the Palestin-
ian refugee issue” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 4, inter-
viewing M, April 13, 2009). Finally, R from the
Curricula Branch of the Ministry of Education
asserted:

The education system is a national system, and if you
look at the tone that was set by Shevach Eden [the first
Head of the Curricula Branch], he said ‘We need to
compose books that are in line with the goals of edu-
cation in Israel, according to the definitions in the
national education law. (R. Nets-Zehngut, 1, interview-
ing R, May 15, 2009)

Transmitting unequivocal messages.
Because of the army’s vital role in protecting
Israel, the staff members in the IDF believed
that no risks were to be taken, and the norm was
therefore to present the soldiers with simplistic,
clear black-and-white messages (as the Zionist-
dominant narrative is). Such messages were as-
sumed not to raise doubts in time of combat, as
the Critical narrative would have done, as it is
complex and attributes the responsibility for the
exodus to both parties. For example, as K.,
former head of the Information Branch, testi-
fied, “Military thinking is forever dichotomous.
It thinks in black-and-white. You can’t prepare
for an assault if you don’t think in black-and-
white” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 3, interviewing K,
June 20, 2007). Similarly, J, also of the Infor-
mation Branch and later a senior officer in the
History Department, stated: “The informational
message to the entire army must be unequivocal
and must not raise any doubts. There’s also no
room for criticism” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 6, inter-
viewing J, April 4, 2009; and similarly: R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing N, March 6, 2009).

Fear of sanctions. Members of staff at the
three institutions thought about the possibility
that, should they write critically, this could re-
sult in negative consequences for themselves
and their publications. Potential consequences
mentioned by the interviewees included, for ex-
ample, use of military censorship, censorship by
their supervisors, public criticism (e.g., by the
media, academia, or the political system), de-
motion to less-desirable positions, and rejection
of their critical publications. This fear inhibited
critical writing among many of them, and led
them to censor themselves preemptively—
although this behavior was based on speculation
because no formal instructions were issued by
the authorities to direct the content of the pub-
lications.

F, who served as the Information Center’s
director, exemplifies this motive in his explana-
tion that he viewed “producing something in
this [critical] style [as] inappropriate. Take into
consideration that, significantly, every critical
journalist examined everything that the state
produced very critically, and that is why I tried
very hard to avoid entering this whirlwind” (R.
Nets-Zehngut, 8, interviewing F, December 11,
2009; and similarly: R. Nets-Zehngut, inter-
viewing C, December 12, 2006). A, who served
in the Agency for 33 years and was its director
for some time, provides an example of such a
whirlwind. In 2002, the Agency produced a
publication addressing various Palestinian orga-
nizations such as Fatah and Hamas. When the
minister of education at the time, Limor Livnat
of the center-hawkish Likud Party, heard about
the publication, she reproached the Agency staff
(who felt very uncomfortable) and vetoed it (R.
Nets-Zehngut, interviewing A, August 17,
2006). A similar approach was evident among
interviewees from the IDF. For example, G.
described the care taken by the branch’s soldiers
when drafting publications in the 1990s ad-
dressing sensitive issues such as the exodus:
“The general tendency was definitely to avoid
provocations [deviation from the Zionist-
official narrative], knowing quite well that the
publications were read and examined, and any
excessive word could bring harm and trouble
with it” (R. Nets-Zehngut, 5, interviewing G,
September 11, 2007; and similarly: R. Nets-
Zehngut, 5, interviewing U, June 21, 2007). G
also described an incident from the early 1990s
in which a general in IDF reserve service was
not pleased with the IDF publication’s portrayal
of a battle in which he had taken part. The
general complained to the Education Corps
Chief Officer, who consequently castigated
those who had issued the publication (R. Nets-
Zehngut, interviewing G, September 11, 2007).

Finally, this fear of sanctions also exerted its
impact within the Ministry of Education. R told
us about the way it influenced the Ministry’s
work:

I call it ‘political pressure’ because there was con-
stantly the concern that if a question [about our publi-
cations] were raised in the Israeli Parliament, there
would be a scandal . . . many things could have been
done to us. They could have told us: “Go be school
inspectors; enough, we’re sick of you as writers”. (R.
Nets-Zehngut, 5, interviewing R, September, 11, 2007)
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Generally, all five causes of self-censorship
presented above were reported by the interview-
ees throughout the research period (1949 –
2004). Nonetheless, some causes were differen-
tially influential at different periods of time. For
example, the impact of “promoting Israel’s pos-
itive international image” was especially strong
until the 1970s, when the Palestinian/Arabic
diplomatic campaign demanding the Palestinian
refugees’ return was at its peak (Bar-On, 2004;
Caplan, 2010). As the campaign became less
intense, the impact of this cause declined as
well (although it continued to have an effect).
Similarly, the impact of the Zionist ideology
was especially strong until the late 1970s, when
Israel was more collectivist and conformist,
fighting wars on several fronts and struggling
with economic challenges. Following many po-
litical and social processes that were taking
place in Israel (e.g., democratization and later
globalization. as well as generational turnover,
economic growth, and military victories), lead-
ing to a more open society, the impact of this
ideology decreased (Eshkol, 1995; Shimoni,
1995). Another example is the IDF norm of
transmitting unequivocal messages. The early
mid 1990s were characterized by positive
events: the Israeli–Palestinian peace process,
interim agreements between the parties, and a
permanent peace agreement between Israel and
Jordan. They allowed the IDF staff to partially
ease its grasp on this norm. However, with the
eruption of various violent incidents between
the Israelis and Palestinians in 1996, and more
so since 2000 (with the collapse of the peace
talks and the eruption of the second Palestinian
Intifada), this norm has regained prominence
(R. Nets-Zehngut, interviewing K, June 20,
2007). Lastly, the fear of sanctions has grown in
influence since the 1977 political turnover, in
which the Likud center-hawkish party tri-
umphed over the Ma’arach center-dovish party
after three decades of hegemonic rule by the
latter. The staff at the Ministry of Education—
until 1977 largely affiliated with the Ma’arach
party—worried that their center-hawkish minis-
ter of education saw them as untrustworthy.
Therefore, they were particularly cautious in
their behavior, hoping to avoid sanctions (R.
Nets-Zehngut, interviewing R, May 15, 2009).
In sum, as we can see, the impact of these
causes for self-censorship has been moderated
by various social and political processes. Nev-

ertheless, the causes are not mutually exclusive,
but should be seen as additive, all leading to
avoidance of presenting the Critical narrative
even by those perceiving it as truthful.

Discussion

The present study illustrates the wide practice
of self-censorship regarding the historical nar-
ratives of the exodus by most gatekeepers from
three major Israeli formal institutions: Of 33
interviewed gatekeepers, 20 said that they had
practiced self-censorship. Self-censorship may
in fact have been more widely practiced, as 10
of the remaining 13 interviewees may have cen-
sored themselves despite not having said that
they did so. This phenomenon was not rare.
Self-censorship regarding many of the conflict’s
events was very prevalent in Israel until the
1980 to 1990s, and is still prevalent, though to
a lesser extent, as has been found in studies that
addressed Israeli societal institutions such as
war veterans and the media (e.g., Bar-On, 2004;
Ben-Ze’ev, 2010; Shapira, 2000). In other
words, the interviewed gatekeepers were largely
within the norm at the time that they self-
censored. Moreover, it should be noted that in
the production part of the memory dynamics,
the three analyzed government agencies were
found to be adhering fully to the Israeli master
Zionist-dominant narrative of the conflict, one
that largely presented Israel very positively and
its rivals very negatively (e.g., Oren, Nets-
Zehngut, & Bar-Tal, 2015. Furthermore, they
presented the narratives included in their publi-
cations as the objective truth about the past.

The research identified five causes for the
self-censorship practiced by these gatekeepers:
promotion of Israel’s international positive im-
age, mobilization of the Israeli-Jewish citizens,
the overarching impact of Zionist ideology, in-
stitutional norms, and a fear of sanctions. The
impact of the first cause—promoting Israel’s
international image—was enhanced by the fact
that these formal institutions officially represent
Israel. Their staff members thus felt that if peo-
ple in their positions presented the 1948 expul-
sions, the damage to Israel would be more se-
vere, compared, e.g., to such an admission by
societal institutions that do not officially repre-
sent Israel. Of special interest is the finding that
the reported motives by the interviewees were
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also dependent on the characteristics of the con-
text in a given period.

It should be noted that practicing self-
censorship did not lead the interviewed gate-
keepers to internalize the Zionist-dominant nar-
rative and believe it to be truthful. Even after
self-censoring, they believed the narrative they
presented was not the accurate narrative. In
other words, the interviewees were not moti-
vated by cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957)
because of a discrepancy between their action
(self-censoring, not presenting the Critical nar-
rative) and internal beliefs (that the Critical
narrative is true) to change their beliefs in ac-
cordance with their actions. Nonetheless, they
might have experienced a dilemma whether to
present the Zionist-dominant narrative or the
Critical one.

The study offers several contributions:
Definition of self-censorship. We initially

proposed a definition for self-censorship (see
above) and then used it in the empirical study as
a basis for identifying this phenomenon. Self-
censorship is conducted consciously and there-
fore we emphasize that the act is intentional and
voluntary. In this sense, the interviewed gate-
keepers differed from the participants in Mil-
gram’s famous experiment (Milgram, 1974).
The latter were ordered to carry out a certain act
(administer painful electric shocks) while the
former were not ordered to censor the Critical
narrative. Indeed, the voluntary aspect of self-
censorship is at the core of our definition of
self-censorship. Going back to the definition,
individuals hold information that they regard as
truthful and valid and not as a subjective opin-
ion or account of events. This definition is lim-
ited to cases in which no formal constraints
exist to exposing the information, such as for-
mal censorship forbidding the information’s
dissemination.

Self-censorship conducted by gatekeepers
and ordinary people. We suggest differenti-
ating between self-censorship carried out by
gatekeepers and that conducted by ordinary
people. The former are defined as those individ-
uals who hold roles in which they disseminate
information to the public (e.g., politicians, jour-
nalists, teachers, and filmmakers). According to
Pettigrew (1972), gatekeepers are those “who
sit at the junction of a number of communica-
tion channels, are in position to regulate the
flow of demands and potentially control deci-

sional outcomes” (p. 190). Gatekeepers hold
institutional roles charged with dissemination of
information, and they are responsible for this
process. Thus, they have control over the con-
tents of the disseminated information. Working
in often-credible institutions with resources,
power, and staff, gatekeepers significantly in-
fluence the flow of information and thus the
contents of knowledge held by society mem-
bers. In contrast, ordinary individuals, who do
not hold such positions within the state or other
systems, do not have this type of power.

The classical literature on the relationship
between status and conformity also predicts
differences between leaders (highest status
society members in the chain of information
dissemination), gatekeepers, and ordinary in-
dividuals (who do not have any privileged
status). According to this literature, whereas
leaders tend to be less conformist than the
average, individuals with high status (such as
gatekeepers) tend to be more conformist than
any other subgroup (Harvey & Consalvi,
1960). This finding helps illuminate why the
gatekeepers examined in the current article
practiced self-censorship— despite their sta-
tus, they saw their work as representing insti-
tutions and their leaders—whether in the gov-
ernment, the IDF top command, or the
Ministry of Education.

Further differentiation should be made
among gatekeepers, as the self-censorship of
those working in formal institutions (e.g., vari-
ous ministries or the army) may differ from that
of gatekeepers working in informal institutions
(e.g., the media or academia). The former insti-
tutions are characterized by an explicit agenda
to mobilize the citizens for political goals of the
state, and they also represent the country inter-
nationally. The latter institutions have different
and varied explicit missions and do not repre-
sent the country internationally (at least not
officially). These differences offer some of the
explanation as to why informal Israeli institu-
tions like academia presented the Critical nar-
rative of the 1948 exodus as early as the late
1970s (see Nets-Zehngut, 2011a), whereas the
three analyzed formal Israeli institutions for the
most part refrained from doing so until as late as
2000 or 2004.

Intrinsic and extrinsic causes of
self-censorship. The present study focuses on
the reasons the gatekeepers chose to self-censor,
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as elucidated in the interviews. It reveals that
five main factors motivated the interviewees in
the case examined: garnering international sup-
port, citizens’ mobilization, hegemonic ideol-
ogy, institutional norms, and possible sanctions.
We realize that this list is not exhaustive, and
additional causes may be found in other cases
(see Bar-Tal, in press). Moreover, to extend the
conception, we suggest differentiating the de-
tected causes into two categories: intrinsic and
extrinsic. The intrinsic category includes causes
that stem from the internal conviction and mo-
tivation of the individual regarding a given top-
ic. These may be derived, for example, from the
held political ideology or a sense of patriotism,
and they are exemplified by the first four theo-
retical causes suggested above (international
support, citizens’ mobilization, hegemonic ide-
ology, and institutional norms). Despite the in-
trinsic nature of these motivations, they are
aimed at protecting the given collective—in the
case of the present research, the State of Israel.
The causes contained in the first category are
closely related to one’s identification with his or
her ingroup (David & Bar-Tal, 2009). The pro-
cess of identification with the group indicates
that an individual’s sense of self and self-
interest becomes inextricably tied to group in-
terests and therefore he or she cares about the
wellbeing of the group and tries to protect it
against various threats and dangers. Indeed, re-
search has shown that high-identifiers are more
conformist in expressing opinions about contro-
versial topics (Huddy, 2001; Roccas, Sagiv,
Schwartz, Halevy, & Eidelson, 2008). This pro-
cess is considerably magnified in times of in-
tractable conflict (Bar-Tal, 2013a; Brewer,
2011). The acceptance of the institutional norms
is similar to the “agentic state” proposed by
Milgram (1974). In such a state, individuals
view themselves as mere instruments of an au-
thority and as lacking any responsibility for the
acts they perform. This perception, and conse-
quently behavior, characterizes many institu-
tions such as the military, bureaucracy, and
schools, and it might be that our gatekeepers
were in this state.

The second category contains causes of an
extrinsic nature, meaning that they stem from
external motivating factors. Specifically, this
category includes the sanctions that gatekeepers
try to avoid. People self-censor to protect them-
selves from possible negative consequences,

brought about by outside sources (e.g., social
exclusion by friends, tangible punishment by
the authorities, etc.) in case they publically pres-
ent alternative, controversial, and seemingly
group-harmful information (see also Austin,
2007; Hutt, 2006; Maksudyan, 2009). Such be-
havior is in line with the observations on the
avoidance of negative sanctions in the literature
on conformity (Schachter, 1951).

Why did the interviewees expose their past
practice of self-censoring? Looking at the
data, we try to answer an important question:
Why is it that so many senior gatekeepers were
willing to say that they had practiced self-
censorship? Several explanations can be pro-
posed. Initially, it is important to consider the
declining role played by some of the factors that
originally led to self-censorship: (a) In the early
2000s (when the interviews were conducted),
Israel was less concerned with protecting its
international image, compared with its focus on
this image in the first decades after Israel’s
establishment, under the diplomatic campaign
demanding the return of the Palestinian refu-
gees to Israel (Bar-On, 2004; Susser, 2004. (b)
Since the 1980s to 1990s, Israeli–Jewish society
has become significantly more democratized
and later globalized (see, e.g., Aronoff, 2000;
Azaryahu, 2000), making it more pluralistic,
critical, and individualistic. Legitimate voices
appeared that presented various misdeeds car-
ried out by Israeli Jews throughout the conflict
(Ram, 2011). (c) The Critical narrative became
prevalent in Israel when the interviews were
conducted, compared with the periods in which
the majority of the publications saw light. By
this time, even a number of leaders had already
addressed acts of expulsion in 1948 war
(Nets-Zehngut, 2012a). (d) All but two of those
interviewed were already retired at the time of
the interview, and were therefore less guided by
their respective institutions’ norms, and less
concerned by possible sanctions, allowing them
greater freedom to speak out.

Production of self-censorship. The study
reveals that the decisions to self-censor were
made in different forums. Some of them were
made individually, by one person alone working
on a specific publication. On other occasions,
these were communal decisions, made by a
team of people working on a specific publica-
tion, after a discussion took place whether to
include certain information or not.
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The significance of revealing self-censorship.
What is the significance of the change that the
gatekeepers underwent, realizing that they can
now say they self-censored—a statement that
may not have been acceptable in the past? Three
main points of significance can be noted: (a) On
the institutional level, because most of the gate-
keepers (except for two) had retired by the time of
the interviews, they could not have influenced the
content of their institutions’ future publications by
including the Critical narrative of the exodus, or
other topics. The two nonretired gatekeepers,
however, potentially could have done so, thereby
influencing the Israeli-Jewish collective memory
to be less conflict-supportive (Paez & Liu, 2011).
(b) On the societal level, if the people who say
they self-censored do so publicly (e.g., in an
academic or news article), they could reveal to
others their institutions’ biased practice in por-
traying the history of the conflict. This, in turn,
could lead some society members to adopt a
generally more critical approach to the outputs
of these institutions. It could also specifically
lead to increased societal openness to the alter-
native narratives that were self-censored. Be-
cause typical dominant narratives are conflict-
supportive, support for alternative narratives
that at times are less biased in favor of the
ingroup should generally promote peace (Tint,
2010). (c) On the psychological–personal level,
exposing past self-censoring could, as described
above, promote healing among people who feel
uncomfortable with their self-censoring.

In conclusion, the current study joins a growing
literature on sociopsychological barriers that pre-
vent society members from acquiring information
that might lead to the unfreezing of the their held
conflict-supporting narratives (e.g., Bar-Tal &
Halperin, 2011; Kelman, 2007; Ross & Ward,
1995). Whereas past research has focused mostly
on the selective, biased, and distortive information
processing or specific contents serving as barriers,
in this study we explore another sociopsychologi-
cal mechanism raising barriers to the dissemina-
tion of alternative counterinformation: self-
censorship by gatekeepers. By deciding to
voluntarily withhold truthful information, they
prevented the dissemination of knowledge about
immoral acts by the Israeli forces, which could
have had an effect on society members in their
understanding of the historical narrative of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This, in turn, could
have countered the somewhat blind glorification

of the ingroup and led to the realization that the
rival is also a victim in this conflict. The study
indicates that self-censorship is an individual so-
ciopsychological mechanism with significant so-
cietal implications and should be a subject of
further research. Although we are aware that our
case study is not identical to other conflict case
studies, we believe that some similarities exist. As
described in the literature review, members of
rival parties often self-censor information that
presents their party negatively, for various rea-
sons. Thus, our empirical analysis about Israeli
self-censorship, and its theoretical analysis, can
help to better understand, at least in part, instances
of self-censorship conducted in other conflicts.
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